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ABSTRACT 
 
 
A Study of the Impact of a Consumeristic & Materialistic Oriented Culture on 
Youth Ministry and the Identity Formation of Mid-Adolescents 
Kris Fernhout 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2014 
 
 The goal of this study was to examine the impact of materialism on the 
individuation spiritual formation of adolescents. It was argued western culture is 
predicated on a culture of consumption and that people form their identity around the 
symbols and objects that they own, what they consume and how they appear to others. 
Strategies for resistance of the temptation to form and project identity in this way was the 
goal of this study. 
 This study was comprised of four areas of study. First, was a study of the history 
of materialism, the church’s involvement, the current state of adolescent consumption 
and how materialism has affected the church’s mission. Second, an examination of 
biblical teaching on people, power and possessions was done. Third, how individuation 
has been impacted by a culture of consumption. Fourth, a strategy designed to resist the 
utilization of consumption in the task of identity cultivation and projection. This study 
concluded that in a culture of rapid change, adolescents are forced into a reflexive posture 
in their identity formation. To efficiently respond to rapid and continual change they 
engage in a process of impression management: focusing on appearance rather than 
essence in understanding, constructing and projecting their identity to others. 
 Desired outcomes were identified as necessary for resisting a program of 
impression management: a biblical worldview that includes recognition of vocation and 
calling, a kingdom imagination, engagement in intergenerational relationships and 
participation in works of service.  These outcomes could be made possible through the 
implementation of three strategies: families practicing postures of weakness and 
thankfulness, small groups practicing hospitality and celebration and utilizing of rites of 
passage with significant adults or mentors. These strategies would give the adolescent the 
spiritual, social and developmental frameworks necessary for resisting an ethos of 
impression management for identity cultivation. 
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Words: 298
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INTRODUCTION 
 In 1997 Mastercard International launched the ‘Priceless’ advertising campaign 
that is still in use today. The commercial, which aired during the 1997 Major League 
Baseball World Series, featured the following dialogue over film of a father and son 
attending a baseball game: 
 Two Tickets: $46. 
 Two hot dogs, two popcorns and two sodas: $27. 
 One autographed baseball: $50. 
 Real conversation with eleven year old son: Priceless. 
 There are some things money can’t buy, for everything else there’s Mastercard.1 
While many of the Mastercard ‘Priceless’ commercials are heartwarming and may cause 
the viewer to nod in agreement, they reveal something significant about our culture and 
about the way events and moments occur. The dialogue states that there are some things 
money cannot buy, but the irony is that the commercial reminds the viewer that with 
Mastercard you can purchase just what you need in order to manufacture the desired 
moment. The hidden meaning of the ‘Priceless’ commercials is that everything is for sale 
and you should use Mastercard to buy it. 
 Recently I went to an amusement park in the United Kingdom with a group of 
adolescents. We paid a group rate admission price of $30 per person to be at Thorpe Park 
for nine hours, where we waited in lines that averaged over sixty minutes, where a value 
meal at Burger King cost more than $12, and rain was a regular occurrence throughout 
the day. Despite all this, the highlight of the day was a ride on the Stealth rollercoaster. 
The Stealth rollercoaster was built in 2006 for $18 million and is designed to accelerate 
                                               
1
 Dialogue taken from Mastercard Priceless commercial posted at the following web address: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=71KAO_bmc2o as viewed on August 6, 2010. 
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from 0-eighty miles per hour in 1.8 seconds, ascend vertically to the height of 205 feet, 
allowing the passengers to experience 4.8 Gs of force and then return to the start point, all 
in twelve seconds. Passengers young and old were more than willing to wait in lines that 
lasted more than an hour for a twelve second experience.   
Both of the aforementioned phenomena typify a consumer-driven culture which 
thrives on the acquisition of experiences and commodities. The use of a credit card in and 
of itself is not a negative act. However, the idea that a credit card facilitates real 
conversation and a father and son poses some interesting questions. The same can be said 
for amusement park rides. What happens when a ride that supplies eighty mile an hour 
thrills at 4.8 Gs of force in twelve seconds no longer holds the same capacity to thrill 
because it has become a familiar sensation to its riders?   
Is it possible that both the baseball game and the intense activity of an 80 mile an 
hour roller coaster are necessary because lesser activities have lost their uniqueness and 
pleasure? This feeling is called anhedonia and is caused by the amount of stress 
experienced on a daily basis. According to Dr. Hart, “is a by-product of the fantastic 
technological improvements in our world. We experience such a high level of stimulation 
that we can escape boredom instantly.”2 We escape boredom easily through a myriad of 
options for stimulation that we can purchase or consume. Anhedonia is also progressive, 
the more we get the more we want
3
. 
                                               
2
 Dr. Archibald D. Hart, Thrilled To Death: how the endless pursuit of pleasure is leaving us numb 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2007), 8. 
 
3
 Ibid., 11. 
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This consumptive nature defines the character of modern and post-modern 
American culture. Two-thirds of our eleven trillion dollar economy is spent on consumer 
goods: more is spent on shoes, jewelry and watches than we spend on higher education, 
as much on auto maintenance as religious and welfare activities, and in 1986 there were 
more shopping malls than high schools.
4
 It is this kind of behavior that causes some to 
describe culture as ornamental.
5
 Susan Faludi  writes that our culture is one which 
“encourages people to play almost no functional public roles, only decorative and 
consumer ones. . .constructed around celebrity and image, glamour and entertainment, 
marketing and consumerism. . .It’s essence is the selling of self, and in this quest every 
man is essentially on his own, a lone sales rep marketing his own image.”6 
If Faludi is correct in her description of culture as ornamental, then the impact on 
how adolescents construct meaning and identity for themselves will be significant. The 
message that as individuals we ought to have only decorative and consumer roles in our 
communities is in direct opposition to the Christian theology of calling, which states 
every individual has a God ordained purpose. For an adolescent to ‘decorate’ oneself as a 
way of communicating one’s identity means that he or she will also be primarily focused 
on adding things to themself rather than allowing their identity to be outwardly 
expressed. Identity formation done in this manner becomes more about constructing a 
culturally desired identity rather than an expression of a God given and created identity. 
                                               
4
 John De Graff, David Wann, and Thomas H. Naylor, Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, 
(San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2005), 13. 
 
5
 Susan Faludi, Stuffed (New York: Morrow, 1999), 35. 
 
6
 Ibid., 35. 
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However, adolescent development is not alone in its reflection of the ornamental 
nature of our culture. John Drane, in his book The McDonaldization of the Church, 
believes that our churches and youth ministries have become “Mcdonaldized”, adopting a 
pre-packaged methodology and practice where “somebody else does the thinking for you, 
predigests it, and serves it up in an efficient manner. It is the spiritual equivalent of fast 
food, and unlike the home-prepared meal it requires no preparation, no cleaning up 
afterwards, and no involvement in cooking it.”7 Church in this way requires no 
participation; it is more decorative and consumeristic in nature. 
An adolescent individuation process that is allowed to be deeply impacted by an 
ornamental culture will present many problems for an adolescent who is attempting to 
make meaning for him or herself. This already difficult process of self-actualization will 
become even more treacherous if the Church and its youth ministries are also deeply 
affected by the character and nature of an ornamental consumeristic culture. This doctoral 
project seeks to explore the roots and impact of such a culture on adolescent development 
and spiritual formation and the how church and youth ministry are undertaken as a result.   
This paper will explore the impact of consumerism on the identity formation of 
adolescents in four parts. First, this paper will begin with an examination of the growth of 
the culture of consumerism. This will happen through a review of the rise of functional 
and social materialism. This doctoral project will then review the rise of materialism in 
the church, highlighting the church’s role in the rise of social materialism. Following this 
                                               
7
 John Drane, The Mcdonaldization of the Church: Spirituality, Creativity, and the Future of the 
Church (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2000), 36-37. 
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historical review, an examination of how and why adolescents consume and the impact of 
consumerism on the telos of the Church will be undertaken. 
Part Two of this paper will involve creating a theology of stewardship, blessing 
and consumption. This practical theology will be borne out of four key themes in 
Scripture: 1) money and economic relationships in the Old Testament, 2) stewardship and 
blessing in biblical covenants, 3) possessions, power and people in the teachings of 
Christ, and 4) economic and Kingdom relationships in the early Church. Part Three will 
involve an examination of the adolescent development process. Internal and external 
forces that are involved in the shaping of the adolescent will be highlighted as will the 
role of material possessions as the new social capital. 
The doctoral project will conclude with part Four: the development of a praxis for 
youth ministry and adolescent development. This praxis will synthesize a strategy for 
adolescent spiritual formation that is not centered in accumulation and consumption but 
centered in community, relationship and stewardship. Part Four will also include some 
ways in which to measure the effectiveness of these strategies. This doctoral project will 
focus on the culture of consumption that is prevalent in American culture, but with the 
belief that any of the ideas, theories or theologies presented in this paper would be 
transferable to other communities that face issues related to consumerism. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
MINISTRY CONTEXT
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CHAPTER 1 
 THE RISE OF THE ETHOS OF CONSUMERISM 
 
“The accumulation of wealth, so far as being anything sordid, is indispensible to 
civilization.”1  The preceding quote is reflective of a theory that has been practiced 
throughout the ages.  Wealth leads to civilization, civilization leads to more wealth and 
wealth leads to growing levels of consumption. 
As civilizations grew and developed, so did the factors that contributed to the 
sudden growth and rise of political economy, capitalism, materialism and consumerism.  
These factors, separate and individually, were not enough to create the economic 
phenomenon that has transformed the world and particularly North American culture.  
However, when they came together at the right moment, they provided the perfect 
climate for rapid growth leading to systemic change. 
In the following pages two tasks will be accomplished. First, a brief history of the 
growth of functional and social materialism will be traced. This will be done through a 
brief review of significant and necessary factors that facilitated the growth of functional 
and social materialism will be given. Second, a history of the materialism and 
                                               
1
 Stewart Davenport, Friends of the Unrighteous Mammon: Northern Christians & Market 
Capitalism, 1815-1860 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 58. 
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consumption in the North American Church will be given, focusing on the teaching, 
writing and theology of prominent pastors and educators in the United States in the 
1800s. This will provide an understanding of how materialism and consumption has 
grown to become a part of the modern Church. 
 
A History of Functional and Social Materialism 
The history of materialism and consumerism is progressive, slowly changing and 
evolving over the centuries. Changes in the amount of materialism and consumerism are 
consistent with societal change because an increase in productive capacity plays a causal 
role, causing one societal formation to give way to another.
2
 For example, the Stone Age 
is characterized by hunting and gathering and the Neolithic period is characterized by 
agriculture and the keeping of cattle. The difference between the two periods is not 
simply a different means of provision for basic needs; the provision is a completely new 
way of understanding value and worth. The new sense of value is based on a valuation of 
productivity versus effort. History has a clear direction: a movement from lower to higher 
levels of production
3
 and towards production that decreases human toil.
4
 
A primary factor that contributed towards the growth and rise of materialism is 
the development of private property. Throughout history civilizations have had private 
property at varying levels and amounts. Each civilization also has had laws governing the 
                                               
2
 Andrew Levine and Elliott Sober, “A Reply to Paul Nolan’s ‘What’s Darwinian About Historical 
Materialism? A Critique of Levine and Sober’,” Historical Materialism 11:3 (2003): 178. 
 
3
 Vivek Chibber, “What is Living and What is Dead in the Marxist Theory of History,” Historical 
Materialism 19.2 (2011): 79. 
 
4
 Ibid., 81. 
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owning and usage of private property. The Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 include a 
law prohibiting theft of private property belonging to other people. Private property, as 
understood today, came into existence as the ancient world began to develop and reach a 
climax during the Roman Empire, a climax that would not again be matched until the 
emergence of modern private property that was the result of capitalism.
5
   
Private property was made a possible by the development of surplus and storage 
capacity. Surplus is defined as production which creates more than what is required to 
sustain a traditionally expected way of life.
6
 A surplus requires the technical ability to 
create more than is required, a desire to create more than is neede and the ability to store 
it. Storage, and the ability to maintain and control property become the basis for class 
relations and who has power over others.
7
 Those who hold the ability to store a surplus, 
then hold the ability to generate further surplus, which then becomes a stronger gauge of 
material wealth and security. In addition, the resources available to individuals determine 
the strategies that they can employ for further production; what resources an individual 
has determines what they have to do to make a living.
8
 The possession of surplus and the 
ability to store it allows the possessor the ability to trade the surplus for other things they 
may be short of until they lack nothing.  This allowed possessors of surpluses to consume 
more of what they needed and wanted, giving rise to the earliest forms of materialism. 
                                               
5
 Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism (London: The Macmillian 
Press LTD, 1981), 70. 
 
6
 Ibid., 111. 
 
7
 Chibber, “What is Living and What is Dead in the Marxist Theory of History,” 63. 
 
8
 Ibid., 63. 
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Trading of surplus items to cancel out a deficit of other items led to trading 
among people. Given that possession of a surplus offers the chance to have power, 
villages and cities formed as a way of maximizing the ability to generate power by those 
who had surplus and storage capabilities. Cities then were containers for surpluses and 
also of power and the ability to draw others for the creation of more power.
9
 
The growth of towns and cities through the exchange of surpluses and the 
accumulation of power are critical to the growth and development of capitalism and 
materialism. As production and local economies grew, a mercantile class within cities 
also grew. This caused a growth in connections between towns to occur so that towns and 
cities could take advantage of each other’s specialties.10 However, this connectedness 
between towns and cities also caused conflict as towns and cities began to seek 
dominance over each other. Inter-societal competition between towns and cities took one 
of two forms: direct economic competition or military action.
11
 In either case, economic 
or military competition, the victor implements their system of production-relations, 
creating a competition between communities and their production forces and relations.
12
 
The creation of class structure is not the only enduring effect cities had on the 
changing social fabric of history. Despite bringing a greater number of people into closer 
physical proximity, because they were created for primarily economic and security 
reasons, cities actually had a negative impact on the communal nature of people. Prior to 
                                               
9
 Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, 100. 
 
10
 Ibid., 71. 
 
11
 Chibber, “What is Living and What is Dead in the Marxist Theory of History,” 75. 
 
12
 Ibid. 
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this movement, communities were predictable interactions between members of a social 
group rather than institutions that existed independently of each other,
13
 exchange was 
ideally reciprocal, based on relationships and intended to meet needs.
14
 As private 
property gained importance individuals began to compete with each other and the 
communal form of property and community life began to erode.
15
 The economic 
competition that resulted caused an increase in individualization through specialized 
labor. This kind of individualization, which is at odds with the communal nature of 
man,
16
 combined with surplus and storage capacity, leads to excessive consumerism. 
The role of money and competition in the growth of cities are primary reasons 
why cities were not able to maintain a communal nature and instead fostered 
individualism despite the close physical proximity of people. Money combined with 
competition is the enemy of presence and when exchanged is like a parasite because it 
has the capability of disembedding relationships in tight knit communities.
17
 Money, 
connected to competition and to the generation of power through possession of a surplus 
that can be exchanged, assigns a greater value to the individual than to the community. 
A final factor in the rise of consumption is the commodification of time. 
Historians believe the invention of the clock, not the steam engine, is the epitome of 
                                               
13
 Kelvin Knight, “Agency and Ethics, Past and Present,” Historical Materialism 19.1 (2011): 148. 
 
14
 Ibid., 153. 
 
15
 Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, 70. 
 
16
 Anthony Giddens, Capitalism & Modern Social Theory: An analysis of the writings of Marx, 
Durkheim and Max Weber (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971): 24. 
 
17
 Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, 115. 
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capitalist industrialism.
18
 With the clock the labor process was no longer just an 
instrumental process between man and nature, it was now an interactive and process 
between men that went beyond its strategic function
19
, leading to increased competition 
and focus on the accumulation of wealth, profit and ultimately power.   
The clock, as a way of measuring efficiency and production, also created a 
distinction between the work and home. Prior to the measurement of production, the lines 
between home and work were blurred. The clock created a clear separation.  Measured 
time, calculated by both worker and employer helped create the working day and as a 
result also created the notion of ‘working time’ and ‘one’s own’ time, which are basic 
divisions that still exist today.
20
 This is significant because as individuals accumulated 
surplus resources or wealth they were able to use the surplus during their ‘own time’, 
creating the leisure class. The leisure class was primarily concerned with displaying 
wealth and power, rather than happiness, through their surplus of goods and services.
21
 
In conclusion, numerous factors throughout history contributed to the growth of 
capitalism, which in turn resulted in a consumeristic attitude.  Advances in technology 
facilitated the ability to produce surpluses of goods necessary for survival and the ability 
to store these surpluses.  These surpluses were then able to be exchanged or traded with 
others creating the economic climate that ultimately helped create a competitive 
                                               
18
 Ibid., 133. 
 
19
 Fernando Haddad, “Toward the Redialectization of Historical Materialism: Labor and 
Language,” Cultural Critique, No. 49, Critical Theory in Latin America (Autumn, 2001), 124. 
 
20
 Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, 137. 
 
21
 Geoffrey Miller, Spent: Sex, Evolution and the Secrets of Consumerism (London: William 
Heinemann, 2009): 114. 
 13 
 
atmosphere.  Out of this competition a class structure was created.  The developing class 
structure increased competition in the community, causing individualization to occur and 
grow.  This individualization and separation from the community was exacerbated by the 
commodification of time which privatized an individual’s life, compartmentalizing work 
from non-work time, creating a public and private life.  This distinction between work 
and home also helped to facilitate the distinction between producing and consuming
22
 and 
helped Veblen to coin the term ‘conspicuous consumption’.23 
 
A History of Materialism and Consumption in the Church 
As an institution that participates in the wider culture, it would be impossible to 
disagree that the institutional Church is exempt from the ethos of materialism, 
consumption and consumerism. The following section will document the history of 
materialism and consumption in the Church and how the Church was at the center of 
promoting an ethos of materialism, consumption and consumerism in the United States. 
In 1440 Johannes Gutenburg invented the printing press, sparking a well-
documented cultural revolution. The printing press changed the way that information was 
gathered, shared and used. However, the printing press also turned information into a 
commodity. As books and print material become more commonplace and popular, the 
most common purchased printed item was devotional material.
24
 As little as two hundred 
                                               
22
 DeGraff, Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, 53. 
 
23
 Miller, Spent: Sex, Evolution and the Secrets of Consumerism, 114. 
 
24
 R. Laurence Moore, Selling God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 14. 
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years ago religious works were the most widely circulated books in library collections.
25
 
At this point in history, leisure was still viewed as an opportunity for immorality and vice 
to creep into one’s life. Since reading was one of the few acceptable leisure activities, 
Church leaders saw an opportunity to further establish religious authority that depended 
on writing books, spiritual based entertainment material, and the formation of publishing 
houses, all of which depended on the utilization of existing market strategies.
26
 The result 
was that ownership of a Bible became proof of one’s affluence and the reading revolution 
that the institutional church help to grow and promote had a major impact on the 
development of consumer culture one that fed a habit of addictive buying.
27
 
This consumer culture did not just grow through the promotion of products that 
were associated with spirituality, it also grew in part because of the changing theology of 
the church. The Reformation, as significant as it was in terms of the individual’s 
understanding of his or her salvation, also served as a catalyst to spiritualizing an 
individual’s consumption. As the authority that the Catholic Church had over everyday 
life declined, the freedom of the individual grew with the birth of political economy.
28
 
The destabilization of the authority of the Catholic Church, combined with 
Lutheran and Calvinist theology, created the perfect storm for the growth of the political 
                                               
25
 Rodney Clapp, ed., The Consuming Passion: Christianity & the Consumer Culture (Downers 
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1998), 8. 
 
26
 Moore, Selling God, 17. 
 
27
 Clapp, The Consuming Passion: Christianity & the Consumer Culture, 10. 
 
28
 Davenport, Friends of the Unrighteous Mammon: Northern Christians & Market Capitalism, 
1815-1860, 23. 
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economy in antebellum America. Mark Noll writes in God and Mammon that the “seizing 
of market opportunities was a corollary of the very doctrines and values that ministers 
propounded and that helped make the church so attractive to Americans of the era: 
individualism, self-discipline, and self-improvement.”29 As a result, political economy 
was given freedom to not just grow but was actively supported by the Protestant Church.   
With this freedom and support, in a time of cultural transition, two primary voices 
rose above all the others: Adam Smith and Max Weber. Despite political economy being 
given the nickname ‘the dismal science’ by Thomas Carlyle30, Smith and Weber helped 
frame the political economy movement in a way that made it an attractive partner for the 
post-reformation church. Smith was able to do this through his enthusiasm for the 
political economy movement and its emphasis on the actions of the individual. Weber did 
so by linking the core of political economy to the theology of election and predestination.   
In 1776, Adam Smith published two essays entitled ‘The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments’ and ‘The Wealth of Nations’. ‘The Wealth of Nations’ was more widely read 
and popular and emphasized the human tendency to act towards self-interest in all things, 
especially in economics.
31
 Humans acting in complete self-interest however, were 
beneficial for the wider community as it would generate more wealth and prosperity 
which in turn would ultimately create greater advancement. Despite the obvious moral 
                                               
29
 Mark A. Noll, God and Mammon: Protestants, Money and the Market, 1790-1860 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 84. 
 
30
 Davenport, Friends of the Unrighteous Mammon: Northern Christians & Market Capitalism, 
1815-1860, 33. 
 
31
 Ibid., 29 
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issues this presented and that Smith was a functional atheist, removing God from the 
economic equation by saying the process was governed by an ‘invisible hand’, American 
church leaders in the eighteenth and nineteenth century still fully endorsed the political 
economy movement. They did so because of the optimism it provided for the future and 
its emphasis on the individual which was consistent with post-reformation theology.   
If in his presentation of political economy Smith left many unanswered questions, 
Weber provided many of the needed answers.  In Protestantism Weber saw a correlation 
between Puritanism and capitalistic activity, Calvinism and entrepreneurial attitudes.
32
 
“The most important points of connection between the Protestant ethic and the capitalist 
spirit were in the specifics of worldly asceticism: self-denial, delayed gratification, 
industry, frugality, and sobriety.  Capitalism and Protestantism encouraged those personal 
virtues by claiming that they would be rewarded in this life and the next.”33  
In Calvinism Weber saw a theology that connected deeply with the spirit of 
capitalism. Calvinism “maximized the moral impulsion deriving from the active 
commitment to the achievement of salvation and focused it upon economic activity.”34 It 
did this primarily through the doctrine of election. Salvation came through faith alone, 
making it a free gift. However, Calvin’s theology of election stated that God in his mercy 
chose only some to come to faith. While many claim to have faith a desire arose, 
                                               
32
 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Routledge Classics, 
2001), xx. 
 
33
 Davenport, Friends of the Unrighteous Mammon: Northern Christians & Market Capitalism, 
1815-1860, 4. 
 
34
 Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism , xvi. 
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particularly among clergy
35
, to have some assurance concerning one’s election. For 
Weber, “intense worldly activity”36, as opposed to a monastic life which was a selfish 
way of life
37
, was the best way to gain certainty about one’s justification and election.   
The worldly activity that Weber was referring to would result in economic 
success if the individual was part of God’s elect. The belief was that the world exists 
solely to bring God glory by following his commands and that social achievement was a 
way of showing that the Christian is living by those commands
38
; to aim at greater 
degrees of prosperity meant to aim at greater degrees of holiness.
39
 Social achievement 
would not be permitted by God if the individual were not an elected Christian, because 
the glory would not be brought to God.  If the individual was part of the elect and lived 
according to God’s command out of a desire to bring God glory, then success was all but 
guaranteed because “God helps those who help themselves.”40 The help that God 
provided resulted in business success which was proof of grace and one’s election.41 
World activity and economic success in business was further sanctioned through 
the idea of ‘calling’. Calling unified the desire to bring God glory through all worldly 
                                               
35
 Giddens, Capitalism & Modern Social Theory, 129. 
 
36
 Ibid., 66-67. 
 
37
 Ibid., 41. 
 
38
 Ibid., 64. 
 
39
 Noll, God and Mammon: Protestants, Money and the Market, 1790-1860, 218. 
 
40
 Giddens, Capitalism & Modern Social Theory, 69. 
 
41
 Matthais Zick Varul, “After Heroism: Religion versus consumerism. Preliminaries for an 
Investigation of Protestantism and Islam under Consumer Culture,” Islam and Christian – Muslim 
Relations Vol. 19 (April 2008), 240. 
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activity, making certain one’s election and possession of grace and the fulfillment of 
professional obligations. Calling was how the activities of everyday life had religious 
significance, a belief that Weber believed the Catholic Church had discarded
42
. 
By connecting the theology of election, involvement in world activity and the idea 
of calling, Weber proposed a theory that sanctified the accumulation of wealth. The 
accumulation of wealth became a sign of an individual’s election and blessing by God. 
“The greater the possessions the heavier, if the ascetic attitude toward life stands the test, 
the feeling of responsibility for them, for holding them undiminished for the glory of God 
and increasing them by restless effort.”43 The accumulation was also morally encouraged 
because “to wish to be poor was, it was often argued, is the same as wishing to be 
unhealthy; it was objectionable as a glorification of works and derogatory to the glory of 
God.”44 The accumulation of wealth was morally sanctioned, yet it was condemned if it 
led to a luxurious lifestyle because of a deep suspicion of hedonistic desires.
45
 
There is irony in that the accumulation of wealth, resulting from fulfillment of an 
individual’s calling, is rooted in a desire for assurance of one’s election. Doubt about 
one’s election was seen as evidence of lack of faith and therefore lack of grace, making 
one’s election dubious or questionable.46 Yet, the need for proof of one’s election and 
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received grace through the fulfillment of calling and accumulation of wealth reveals a 
lack of certainty of one’s election, indicative of a weakness of faith.   
Weber’s writings have had an enormous impact on the American consciousness.  
However, the impact of political economy and capitalism on the American Church is not 
just the result of Weber and his writings.  In Weber, Smith and other political economists, 
a group of American pastors and educators saw an ally that they believed provided a 
“God-given intellectual tool that reinforced their natural-theology worldview.  They were 
also drawn to political economy because it could make their new nation rich.”47   
 Despite the fact that Adam Smith had removed God from the equation and 
replaced it with ‘the invisible hand’, this group of pastors and Christian educators in the 
antebellum north of America saw God at the center of political economy. This group, 
which have been called the “clerical economists” 48, believed God’s primary purpose was 
to provide humanity with laws to live by and then to provide providentially for their 
welfare.
49
 Francis Wayland, of Brown University, taught that it was their goal to “baptize 
the riches of men with the spirit of the gospel.”50 This was done through teaching that it 
was a Christian’s duty to prosper, self-help and individual ingenuity brought wealth, 
Christian piety was key to worldly success, Christian morality brought order and 
discipline to one’s life, the capitalism had numerous material and moral benefits to offer 
                                               
47
 Davenport, Friends of the Unrighteous Mammon: Northern Christians & Market Capitalism, 
1815-1860, 56. 
 
48
 Ibid., 8. 
 
49
 Ibid., 12. 
 
50
 Noll, God and Mammon: Protestants, Money and the Market, 1790-1860, 272. 
 
 20 
 
and that technological progress was a sign of the approaching millennium.
51
 Through this 
basic framework the clerical economists saw and understood the growing political 
economy and shaped the rest of their theology. 
    In political economy and capitalism the clerical economists saw the ultimate 
tool for fulfilling Christ’s commission of his disciples. They taught that their goal as 
Christians was to secure the greatest amount of good for the greatest number of people by 
the establishing of principles of social order in a new nation and maintenance of the 
authoritative position of the Church in a culture that was turning against traditional forms 
of authority.
52
 For the clerical economists, political economy or capitalism was hardly the 
dismal science, it was regarded as “the redeeming science of modern times.”53 “The spirit 
of political economy, like that of Christianity itself…[is] a spirit of peace and good-will 
to all mankind.”54 Wayland believed that the science itself was the “systematic 
arrangement of laws which God had established – in this case, the laws of producing, 
exchanging, distributing and consuming wealth.”55 The clerical economists worked hard 
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to convince fellow Christians that political economy and capitalism were essential to their 
faith and life as Christians, teaching that they “cannot but reverence the claims of free 
commerce as something holy.”56 
The clerical economists deep loyalty to the system of political economy however 
led to theological accommodation and inconsistencies. Despite being concerned about a 
growing indifference to all things spiritual, many religion leaders had “persuaded 
themselves, that, to aim at worldy prosperity is to aspire to greater degrees of holiness.”57  
In believing this they were also consistent with Jeffersonian beliefs and with Weber’s 
assertion that prosperity and success were signs of election. 
The clerical economists believed that people from all “strata of society” would 
experience the benefits, that the entire nation would be enriched and that “universal 
opulence would extend itself to the lowest ranks of the people”.58 This belief was made 
possible because it was assumed that America was a level playing field where everyone 
had equal opportunity to succeed. However, only the morally upright experienced 
success: those who were frugal, sober, prudent and industrious.
59
 
Because they so closely connected prosperity with virtue, the pursuit of prosperity 
was believed to be necessary. New and Old School ministers, from Princeton, Union, 
Jefferson and other schools believed that the natural order of God’s law extended to all 
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spheres, including economics and that his moral ordering included individual success and 
social prosperity rooted in virtue.
60
 Furthermore, they taught that Americans could find 
the resources within themselves without causing tension with their Christian faith which 
would bring about social order.
61
 This belief was founded on the premise that what was 
good for the individual was good for the nation and vice versa.
62
 The ultimate goal was to 
use political economy to build a Christian civilization. 
There were two responses to the clerical economists: tenuous agreement and 
aversion. Those who tenuously agreed with the clerical economists saw value in their 
overall belief, but believed there needed to be limits. Their response was teaching 
Christ’s command to love your neighbor as yourself and to develop a conscience that 
allowed for participation in economic competition but would also sound the alarm if in 
that competition the inclination was to harm the neighbor they were to love.
63
 However, 
they also taught that to hope for the demise of political economy and capitalism was un-
Christian and that the purpose of humanity was to create and consume.
64
 
The second response to the clerical economists was ardent opposition. The 
Contrarians taught and spoke of Jesus as a radical social critic and minister to the poor
65
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where the clerical economists rarely spoke of Jesus. The contrarians generally regarded 
people’s impulses as sinful with a propensity for harm towards one’s neighbor, with a 
tendancy toward selfishness
66
; whereas the clerical economists spoke of a natural 
goodness with people constantly improving themselves. The Contrarians saw an 
incompatibility between two beliefs about the purpose of man: to love his neighbor as 
himself and to create and consume wealth. Considering men as machines for the purpose 
of creating and distributing wealth was viewed as totally and irreconcilably with 
Christianity, which teaches that all the world is of less value than one soul.
67
 
While the clerical economists and other supporters of political economy and 
capitalism believed political economy was a God ordained tool to improve their society, 
the clerical economists were deeply afraid of religious skepticism and the social upheaval 
of the French Revolution. This caused them to have a “predilection for all things 
stabilizing and a loathing for all things radical and destabilizing.”68 While political 
economy initially was seen by Weber as way of breaking down ‘traditionalism’ (the 
opportunity of earning more is less attractive than working less)
69
, it became a means by 
which the clerical economists could establish a new form of traditionalism (the desire to 
earn more and buy more at any cost) rather than a new theological understanding.
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CURRENT STATE OF ADOLESCENSE, THE CHURCH AND CONSUMERISM 
 
There is little doubt that September 11, 2001 has been and will continue to be a 
defining moment in American history. That day also defined American culture by how 
normalcy was sought after the attack. President Bush encouraged the American people to 
respond to the Al Qaeda attacks through a show of patriotism by going shopping.
1
 On one 
hand this exhortation was a call to the American people to participate in shoring up the 
faltering economy, but it was also a telling sign of how people today cope with grief, loss 
and pain: by shopping, spending and acquiring material objects. 
Shopping and consuming may be a way of dealing with crisis, grief and simply a 
way of existing from day to day, but is it the only way? Some experts argue that 
consumerist capitalism is not necessarily a natural byproduct of human advancement 
given our current level of technological sophistication.
2
 While consumerist capitalism has 
deep roots in the birth of America and the American Church, consumerist capitalism in 
the form that is currently practiced is a new phenomenon. Historically, to consume meant 
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to lay waste, destroy and pillage. In previous generations when someone had tuberculosis 
they had ‘consumption’; until recently to be a consumer was a bad thing.3   
Materialism and an ethos of consumption are no longer seen as bad things, they 
are seen as normal things. This attitude is evident in regards to how materialism and an 
ethos of consumption have shaped two cultural institutions: adolescence and the Church. 
The previous chapter showed that the Church saw an ally in capitalism and believed it 
could leverage it to its advantage while maintaining its institutional identity and integrity. 
How materialism and an ethos of consumption has shaped these two late modern cultural 
institutions will be the focus of the second chapter. This will be done by developing an 
accurate understanding of how and why adolescents consume and how the church and its 
telos have been impacted by an ethos of consumption.   
 
Review of Current Adolescent Consumption Habits 
Consumption of goods and services makes up a significant portion of the 
American economy. About two-thirds of the $11 trillion American economy is spent on 
consumer goods.
4
 In fact, Americans spend so much on ‘stuff’ that the storage business is 
a $12 billion business, an industry that generates more sales than the music industry.
5
   
Consumption of goods is not reserved for adults; children and adolescents play a 
significant role. Children aged four to twelve controlled $30 billion in purchasing power 
in 2002, a 400 percent increase since 1989; adolescents have even more purchasing 
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power, controlling $170 billion in personal spending in 2002.
6
 Adolescents have so much 
discretionary income that 93% of girls say shopping is their favorite activity.
7
  
Children and adolescents also have considerable influence over the discretionary 
and non-discretionary spending of their parents. Experts estimate that adolescents had 
“kid-fluence” over $330 billion in adult purchases in 2004 and evoked another $340 
billion in purchases.
8
 Adolescents and children influence twenty percent of all spending 
and influence up to sixty-seven percent of automobile purchases.
9
 Adolescents, parents 
and experts all agree that time starved households are the reason for so much influence 
over family spending, ‘guilt money’ being a quick band-aid.10 
With so much economic power and influence, where do adolescents get the 
information needed to make informed decisions on what they should consume? While 
parents are the primary influence in the life of the adolescent they are no longer the 
primary supplier of information to the adolescent; the parent now helps decide what to do 
with the information. For the first time in history, adolescents are receiving the bulk of 
the information used to make decisions about their life from entities who want to sell 
them something, rather than receiving it from home, from school or church.
11
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Near the end of the 19
th
 century and the beginning of last century attitudes 
towards young people shifted. They went from being seen as expendable and a viable 
workforce in factories to being seen as priceless, innocent and deserving of protection 
and education.
12
 As consumption increased, advertisers also saw children and adolescents 
as priceless because of the potential economic power they wielded. The result was an 
increase in advertising directed at children and adolescents growing from a $100 million 
industry in 1980 to a $15 billion industry in 2004: an increase of 15,000 percent.
13
  
The safe places available to children and adolescents where they can hide from 
messages from advertisers is dwindling also. Cover Concepts calls itself an “in school 
communications partner” and claims to reach thirty million students in 43,000 schools 
with it’s advertising and marketing techniques.14 Advertisers are willing to go anywhere 
and do anything in order to reach the targets, using viral marketing techniques in order to 
get the eyeballs and become top of the mind.
15
 
While the language used by advertisers and marketers connotes imagery typically 
associated with warfare and brainwashing, the industry claims their goals are altruistic.  
The goal of advertisers is to promote products in a way that leads to purchasing, but 
advertisers say they are seeking to empower kids and promote their self-esteem.
16
 This is 
a dubious claim given that adolescents are subjected to relentless pressure to conform to 
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the market’s definition of cool17 and that seventy four percent of kids do not like that you 
have to buy certain things to be perceived as cool.
18
 Ultimately, the goal of advertisers 
and marketers is not to empower kids and boost their self-esteem or to promote products 
so that they will be purchased; the goal of advertisers, marketers and the media is to 
create stories that “are developed in such a way as to create narrative coherence with 
which the reader or viewer can identify.”19 
Advertisers create narrative coherence that adolescents can understand and adopt 
primarily through branding. Branding began in the early parts of the twentieth century 
when for the first time consumerist capitalism facilitated multiple producers making and 
offering the same product to a limited number of consumers. Producers began to 
trademark their products as a way of distinguishing them from other producer’s products. 
This was done initially for pragmatic reasons such as quality, price and reliability with 
the hope that these factors would create brand loyalty among consumers. However, the 
goal of creating trademark preference quickly became more manipulative as it was 
realized that consumers had discretion in how and why they chose products. The result 
was strategies that sought to influence that discretion and the creation of brands. 
Following decades of research and billions of dollars spent, brands have little to 
do with the product they are associated with. Ben Barber writes in Consumed that at their 
most basic levels “brands are to be understood in terms of experience, lifestyle, and 
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emotion, and it is these qualities that must be sold, while the products themselves remain 
either wholly unnecessary in themselves or differentiated from similar products by 
marketing alone.”20 As a result, brands are understood as symbolic entities that are 
detached from the products they represent and the functions they fulfill.
21
 In Spent 
Geoffrey Miller calls this signal theory; brands represent less the material and more the 
semiotic focusing mainly on “the psychological world of signs, symbols, images…not the 
physical world of tangible commodities. Marketers understand they are selling the sizzle, 
not the steak, because a premium brand of sizzle yields a high margin of profit, whereas a 
steak is just a low-margin commodity that any butcher could sell.”22 
Historically, materialism described the accumulation of possessions. However, if 
brands communicate symbols and ideas about an individual, materialism is misleading 
because the majority of objects a person consumes are symbols first and objects second.
23
 
Geoffrey Miller writes in Spent that brands become a way of communicating an 
“individual’s ideology (religious, political, and philosophical beliefs). . .[and can] be 
viewed not as his editorial content but as his ad campaign – designed not to convey 
verifiable news about the world, but to create positive emotional associations between the 
individual as product and the customer’s aesthetic, social, and moral aspirations.”24 
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 Since brands communicate as symbols, advertisers create pre-packaged 
ideological understandings of the self. The result is that the ‘self’ becomes heavily 
commodified, where actualization is packaged and distributed according to market 
standards.
25
 Without critical evaluation, Anthony Giddens writes in Modernity and Self-
Identity that the “consumption of ever-novel goods [becomes] in some part a substitute 
for the genuine development of self” where “appearance replaces essence”.26 
The use of brands as a means of signaling information about oneself to others 
begins at an early age. By eighteen months toddlers recognize brand logos, request 
specific brands by the age of two, and at three and a half experts say that children believe 
that brands communicate personal qualities such as coolness, strength or intelligence to 
their peers and adults.
27
 By the time children reach adolescence, they are loyal to 
brands
28
, resulting in 92 percent of requests being brand specific and 89 percent of kids 
reporting that when they find a brand they like, they stick with it.
29
 With a deep 
commitment to brands and a belief that brands communicate self-identity, Benjamin 
Barber writes in Consumed, that American adolescents are often characterized as “brand-
obsessed, label-driven, mall-congregating, free-spending, compulsive shopper”.30 
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A close attention to brands causes adolescents to be astute intuitive ‘status-
ticians’.31 They have a remarkable ability to catalogue which products display which 
traits, tastes, and skills most effectively to their peers, based on changing and fluctuating 
trends. The result is an ability to understand which products, through the symbols and 
meaning they communicate, will confer on the possessor the desired amount of status. 
While branded products have the ability to advertise the status of the possessor, it is not 
the branded product that confers status. That is why possessions or objects are called 
status symbols. The item can only communicate status.  Status is actually conferred by 
other people; status dwells in the minds of others.
32
 When adolescents allow their status 
to reside solely in the minds of others through a reliance on brands, Giddens believes it 
“promotes appearance as the prime arbiter of value, and sees self-development above all 
in terms of display”.33 Miller adds, this is further emphasized when considering that 
status “boils down to a type of superiority with some set of individual-differences that 
have already been noted, judged, and validated by others.”34  
Adolescents tend to be influenced by traits that are easiest to assess. This is in part 
due to the developmental nature of adolescents, where early adolescents are only capable 
of thinking concretely and mid-adolescents begin to learn how to deal with abstract 
concepts. The two easiest traits to assess are physical attractiveness and status among 
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peers.
35
 More abstract traits are general intelligence, openness, conscientiousness, 
agreeableness, stability and extraversion.
36
 Adolescents purchase objects and possessions 
which clearly communicate things about their physical appearance and that appear to give 
status. They do this despite having everything they need to naturally communicate all of 
their inherent traits to others. Miller writes in Spent  that the result is that consumption of 
trait communicating products promote two significant lies: “one is that above-average 
products can compensate for below-average traits when one is trying to build serious 
long-term relationships. . .a second big lie that consumerism promotes is that products 
offer cooler, more impressive ways to display our desirable traits than any natural 
behavior could provide.”37  The developmental issues that are connected with how 
adolescents create meaning, identity and communicate that identity with others will be 
explored further in later chapters. 
Relying on brands and products to communicate appearance over essence can 
create dangerous hopes and dreams for adolescents. John DeGraff writes in Affluenza, 
“We keep looking outside ourselves for satisfactions that can only come from 
within…happiness comes from achieving intrinsic goals like giving and receiving 
love…people with extrinsic goals sharpen their egos to conquer outer space, but they 
don’t have a clue how to navigate inner space.”38 Seeking happiness in this way 
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emphasizes outcomes that primarily include wealth, fame, notoriety, and success that 
increase status. Again, it is important to recognize that these goals, like ‘status’ itself, are 
only realized when others acknowledge their existence; they are external in nature. 
The dominance of external goals in the lives of adolescents ultimately makes 
happiness elusive. Numerous studies reveal that students with materialistic or 
consumeristic driven values report decreased self-actualization and vitality and more 
depression than individuals who exhibit less emphasis on the same values.
39
 In one study, 
261 students revealed a direct correlation between strong materialistic and consumeristic 
value orientations and an increase of the likelihood that substance abuse, tobacco, alcohol 
and drugs would occur.
40
 Another study found that adolescents who exhibited an 
increased level of materialism and consumerism due to extrinsic life goals were more 
likely to engage in the five main risk behaviors: the use of cigarettes, chewing tobacco, 
alcohol, marijuana and pre-marital sexual intercourse.
41
 Not only is happiness elusive, 
high risk behavior is increased when adolescents are more materialistic. 
Elevated levels of materialism and consumerism also affect relationships with 
parents. Studies show that a higher degree of consumer involvement by adolescents 
usually results in a decline in the quality of relationships with parents.
42
 Tim Kasser, in 
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The High Price of Materialism, says this occurs because people suffer “a kind of famine 
of warm interpersonal relationships, of easy-to-reach neighbors, of encircling, inclusive 
memberships, and of solid family life” when focusing on possessions they have and the 
status that is accorded to them.
43
 Poor parental relationships also increase the likelihood 
of depression, anxiety, lower self-esteem and psychosomatic complaints.
44
 
In addition to increasing an adolescent’s chance of engaging in risky behavior, of 
having mental, emotional and relational adjustment issues, heightened materialism is 
likely to increase narcissistic tendencies. Miller writes that narcissism is a “pervasive 
pattern of self-centered, egotistical behavior that usually begins by early adulthood, and 
that combines an intense need for admiration by others with a lack of empathy for 
others.”45 Using the narcissism scale, researchers have found that there is a direct 
correlation between strong materialistic tendencies and increased narcissistic behaviors.
46
 
Materialism causes an adolescent to be predominantly inward focused. 
While the increase likelihood of risky behavior and psychological mal-adjustment 
is shocking, it is often accepted as normative and the price that must be paid for the lives 
that people desire. Children and adolescents today between the ages of nine and 
seventeen typically score as high on anxiety scales as children and adolescents who were 
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admitted to clinics for psychiatric disorders in 1957.
47
 Yesterday’s disturbed is the new 
normal. Not only is materialism having a significant negative impact on the welfare of 
children and adolescents, it is nurturing complacency in the adults who are raising them. 
A final negative impact of consuming for the purpose of display and accumulation 
of status is that it contributes to the lengthening of adolescence. James Cote writes in 
Arrested Adulthood that “what we are witnessing now is the most recent manifestation of 
capitalism’s conquest of American culture – this time by corporate capitalism. With this 
conquest, capitalism has altered the ontology and political economy of adulthood, 
creating new forms of identity(loss) and (im)maturity.”48 Schor argues more priority is 
placed on teaching adolescents and children how to consume than on teaching them how 
to thrive socially, intellectually and even spiritually.
49
 Not only is maturity stunted 
because of inability to develop self-identity through internal goals and understanding, it is 
stunted because consumeristic culture demands it for its own survival. Barber writes: 
The culture of modern consumer capitalism has thrown all this Protestant baggage 
to the winds.  For the first time in history, a society has felt its economic survival 
demand a kind of controlled regression, a culture that promotes puerility rather 
than maturation…the market does not infantilize out of ethical love for 
childhood…but only out of an instrumental need to sell unnecessary goods to 
people whose adult judgment and tastes are obstacles to such consumption.
50
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Consumption of goods and products as a way of showcasing traits and creating identity is 
a significant cause of maturation being stunted and adolescence being lengthened. This 
lengthening of adolescence exacerbates the consumer culture that helps cause the 
lengthening of adolescence to begin with, creating a vicious cycle. 
 In summary, adolescents consume objects and goods in order to communicate 
identity, often with significant negative results. Adolescents have significant economic 
power causing marketers and advertisers to pay them significant attention in attempt to 
convince them that the products they are selling are necessary for communicating or 
signaling their identity to others who can give them status. The results in an increased 
reliance on goods and objects to communicate their understood or desired identity to 
others, making their identity primarily understood in terms of display and external goals.   
Reliance on consumable objects and symbols as mechanisms for identity 
projection does more than change the way an adolescent makes themselves known to 
others. Studies reveal that when adolescents consume in this way they are more likely to 
experience decreased self-actualization, an increase in the chance of depression and 
anxiety, are more likely to experiment with risky behavior and have significantly poorer 
relationships with their parents. Lastly, high consumer involvement and reliance on 
possessions as a means of communicating identity can cause maturation slow down or to 
be stunted, increasing the length of time for consumerism to control an individual. 
These consequences of identity development and projection through consumption 
are the result of misunderstanding what real identity is. In a rapidly changing world, the 
most efficient way to understand oneself and make the self-known to others is through 
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association with material objects and symbols. However, this locates identity primarily in 
appearance rather than essence. Left uncontrolled and unrestricted, the heightened 
consumerist tendencies of our culture are wreaking havoc on adolescents. 
 
The Impact of Materialism and Consumerism on the Telos of The Church 
In the first chapter, the Church’s use of capitalism as a means to increasing its 
influence during the early years of the republic was reviewed. The effects of that alliance 
are the focus of the next section. In The Misisonal Church in Context, Craig Van Gelder 
writes, “our consumptive culture of the commodification of all things is on the move, 
colonizing everything in its path and stopping at little so far…economic models of 
marketing have passed themselves off as the missional character of the Church.”51 
 There are numerous reasons why the Church has been impacted by a culture of 
materialism and consumerism. A primary reason is that people have changed culturally 
and how they use and engage religion and spirituality has also changed. Pete Ward writes 
in Participation and Mediation  that “consumption relates to the way that cultural 
meanings are assimilated by consumers.”52 In a culture of consumerism, even very small 
choices become identity relevant and communicate things about oneself to others. In 
After Heroism Matthais Varul writes “with every purchase, a whole world of possible 
alternatives may be rejected, but it is at the same time kept open. . .purchasing decisions 
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are with all their identity connotations are indexed as reversible.”53 This reversibility of 
choices creates an occasionalism that allows people to refuse to commit to the 
consequences of actions or beliefs
54
, deeply affecting spiritual engagement. 
 Given the reversible nature of choices, people often participate in religious 
communities to meet felt needs. John Drane believes that people adopt religious beliefs 
and practices primarily “because of the existential imperative of getting from one day to 
the next in as meaningful and painless a way as possible.”55 When this happens, people 
consume Christianity for forgiveness and for the services the church provides for special 
life occasions rather than allowing themselves to be transformed.
56
  
 Individuals also participate in religious communities to have the needs of their 
children met. Families visit numerous churches to find a church that will instill 
appropriate values and community into their children.
57
 Consumed in this way, it can 
exacerbate the privatization, narcissism and self-interest of consumerism, causing faith 
communities to become commercialized revivalism and a tele-commodity that offers 
shallow solutions to deep problems.
58
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 Consumerism has become so prevalent that it has infiltrated the religious system 
that helped birth it. In its beginnings capitalistic consumerism was guided by the 
Protestant ethic, but in the past half-century that same ethic has been shaken loose so that 
capitalistic consumerism is ethic-less.
59
 Even with a guiding ethic, capitalistic 
consumerism placed large sectors of social reproduction solely in the possession of 
markets so that they could be commodified; with no guiding ethic capitalistic 
consumerism seeks uncontrolled growth and attacks tradition, namely the ethic that used 
to guide it.
60
 This attack causes religious communities to fight back in ways that allow 
them to compete with capitalistic consumerism, often through the commodification of 
religious symbols and practices.  Ironically, this commodification only serves to 
disengage religious communities from the tradition that is under attack from capitalistic 
consumerism. This happens because these symbols and practices are unhooked from the 
historic traditions and communities of faith that birthed them.
61
   
 While the commodification of religion is ultimately destructive to itself, it is also 
somewhat necessary for its survival. In a secularized and pluralistic world where 
everything is a commodity to be bought, traded and consumed, religion must become a 
marketed consumer good itself in order to survive.
62
 The alternative is irrelevance. 
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 While assuming commodity form may provide a temporary solution to religious 
institutions it also poses several problems. The primary problem is that once an object 
becomes a commodity, its value is dependent on demand by potential consumers. To 
maintain value requires that demand be maintained and increased. The primary way of 
maintaining or creating greater demand is marketing and advertising. All the activities of 
a church are potentially forms of advertising because they are viewed by potential 
consumers. However, when religion is advertised in any form as a commodity, it implies 
an exchangeability and transformability.
63
 If demand is low, the producer or church may 
be willing to adjust itself to create greater demand. The challenge then is how a church 
can do this while maintaining identity integrity. 
 Maintaining identity integrity while increasing demand presents additional 
challenges to the Church. While it has been mentioned above that capitalistic 
consumerism attacks tradition, advertising religion and spirituality as a commodity also 
de-sacralizes it and removes mystery and holiness. This primarily occurs commercial 
values will take over human and spiritual values.
64
 When religion loses its sacredness it 
becomes devalued and becomes commensurable to every other commodity making it 
more available for exchange and transfer. Varul believes that religion then becomes 
susceptible to foundational change despite having “dimensions to them that are 
theologically non-negotiable…irrespective of prevailing fashions.”65 
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 Rather than adjusting theological foundations, religious institutions and churches 
may choose to re-adjust their focal points to increase demand. When tolerance is at 
unprecedented levels, many religious institutions have seen a decrease in their value 
because of theological beliefs that are viewed by the wider culture as being intolerant. 
Varul adds that to avoid changing theological tenants that are foundational, religious 
institutions instead “underline and move to the foreground those elements of doctrine and 
practice that may be seen as attractive to the shopper in the market for meanings.”66 The 
problem here is that an experience of religion or spirituality that fits more neatly into a 
consumer’s way of life is offered, making the Church deferential to the consumer.67 The 
Church as Christ’s representative, charged with ushering his kingdom here and now, can 
not effectively do so if it is in a submissive posture before culture and the consumer. 
 A submissive position before culture and consumers exacerbates the need to 
increase demand through accommodation. Turning religion into commodified, packaged 
products or experiences for an individual’s consumption can create greater demand for 
commodified spiritual experiences. Participants in a religious community that are used to 
consuming a commodity will develop greater appetites for greater ecstatic spiritual 
experiences, demanding more wherever it can be found. Economists call this the law of 
diminishing marginal utility and it simply means having to run faster just to stay in 
place.
68
 The second spiritual experience may never satisfy the way the first experience 
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did, so more profound spiritual experiences are required or the consumer may leave for a 
more attractive commodity that can meet the demand. 
 Given that religious institutions and churches have commodified religious 
experience, there are numerous ways in which the mission of the Church has been 
affected. As the Church advertises itself to increase value in the eyes of potential 
consumers, it risks losing individual character and uniqueness. This happens when 
churches place a priority on identifying the most efficient ways of achieving goals and 
reaching the maximum amount of people in the least amount of time. John Drane calls 
this process the McDonalization of the Church.
69
 Churches emulate the best practices of 
other churches that are deemed successful without consideration for context or theology. 
Drane says the goal becomes “filling the building instead of filling the people.”70 
 According to George Ritzer, in his book The McDonaldization of Society, there 
are four key characteristics in the McDonaldization process: efficiency, calculability, 
predictability and control.
71
 Each of these four elements is visible in a variety of ways in 
a vast number of churches in North America. Efficiency is “the optimum method of 
getting from one point to another” and works best when people in McDonaldized systems 
follow steps in a predesigned process.
72
 Efficiency is evident in churches through quick-
fix pre-packaged ways in which faith and religion is experienced by countless people 
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today.
73
 Examples include step by step discipleship classes, meticulously planned 
worship and music ministry times, carefully crafted sermons with slick visual packages, 
and how to books that populate Christian bookstores: such as Your Best Life Now by Joel 
Osteen and Have A New Kid By Friday by Dr. Kevin Leman. In a time famined culture, 
Church that is pre-packaged can appear to be an attractive option: somebody else does the 
thinking, predigests it, and serves it in an efficient manner like spiritual fast food, 
requiring no preparation, no clean up, and no involvement in the cooking.
74
  
 The second component of the McDonaldization process is calculability: an 
emphasis on the quantitative aspects of products sold and services rendered.
75
 
Calculability has to do with how many, at what cost over what amount of time. 
Calculability works both ways in post-modern churches: increased quantity of people in a 
church indicates high quality and in dying churches quality is used to justify a decrease in 
quantity.
76
 Churches that are dominated by programs are deeply influenced by 
calculability as programs are regarded as the best way to reach the largest number of 
people as quickly as possible, leaving little time to address specific needs of individuals.   
 Predictability is the third component of McDonalization and is defined as the 
ability to guarantee products and services will be consistently offered regardless of time 
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or place.
77
 Predictability allows people who both deliver and receive the product to do so 
in the easiest possible manner because of familiarity. Churches that place a high value on 
predictability are often ones who utilize models of proven success. Oddly enough, in 
churches, predictability is both a blessing and a curse.  Predictability offers security 
through familiarity, but can also breed stagnation and a sense of the routine. 
 The last component of McDonaldization is control. Control is the ability to 
govern all factors involved to facilitate a desired outcome. Historically, control has been 
the central issue of many decisions made by the institutional Church. When the clerical 
economists embraced Weber’s urging to see worldly participation and success as a means 
to understanding an individual’s election by God, it was done in part by the desire to 
avoid the destabilization of society and revolution that had occurred in France.
78
 Today 
control goes hand in hand with predictability in churches. Lighting, seating arrangement, 
dress of church leaders, and music selection are carefully chosen to elicit a desired 
response. The promotion of sound theology can also be understood as a form of control, 
taking people of questionable theological and training them to achieve the right result.
79
 
McDonaldization of the Church may facilitate a more professional product in 
front of unprecedented numbers of people, but there are significant implications for the 
telos of the Church. Use of McDonaldized processes may restrict a church’s ability to see 
and respond to the work of the Holy Spirit. Closed systems like this can be destructive to 
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the physical, psychological and spiritual well-being of individuals, communities and 
society as a whole
80
 because it reduces the work of the Church to a state of economics 
where people may are viewed as economic units or mechanisms of production.
81
 
If the Church continues to allow itself to be McDonaldized its ability to live out 
Christ’s great commission may be further limited. McDonaldization has caused the 
Church to embrace singular models of leadership which limit it’s reach and the way in 
which it reaches.
82
 Some theologians think that the diversification of leadership or 
development of new leadership styles is the most critical issue facing the church in post-
modern culture.
83
 Commitment to styles of leadership that fit McDonaldized systems 
maximizes the church’s ability to reach an audience that is typically modern and rational, 
but limits its ability to reach those who do not comfortably fit within those parameters: 
post-moderns, the poor, and non-traditional spirituality seekers. 
McDonaldization of the Church has also had a deep impact on how the Church 
disciples people. Discipleship in a consumer driven McDonaldized church spends too 
much time trying to get people to do the things that a follower of Christ is supposed to do 
without changing what they believe.
84
 This kind of discipleship causes Christians to be 
functional atheists, claiming to believe in a living God, but living in a way that is 
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indistinguishable from people who are not Christians.
85
 This kind of life has a dualistic 
nature where Christians live their lives on separate tracks and is the result of western 
individualism having a divine mandate.
86
 As for a church’s ministry to youth, rather than 
raising up apprentices of Christ, a McDonaldized church will not seek to foster attitudes 
that are at odds with culture. Instead it will be a ministry of enticement through fun 
whose goal is to get young people to feel good about themselves and about the Church.
87
   
Discipleship that takes this form is a culturally accommodated gospel that is 
designed based on the perception of consumer desires. Brian Mahan in Awakening Youth 
Discipleships says this is a capitulation “to youth’s alienation from their intellects by 
portraying a simplistic gospel as an easily consumable product that does not require our 
best thinking.”88 The church would rather keep people at any cost than risk losing them 
by asking them to think, change and live like Christ desires them to. In the words of 
Orlando Costas the result is a church that disciples by calling people to “a conscience-
soothing Jesus, with an unscandalous cross; an other worldly kingdom; a private 
inwardly, individualistically Holy Spirit; a pocket God; a spiritualized Bible”.89   
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Discipleship that ends up this way has its roots in shallow contextualization. The 
Church of the 21
st
 century exists in a world that has changed much from the world that 
Jesus was incarnated into. So the Church must place the teachings of Christ and scripture 
into words and images that make sense to a 21
st
 century audience. The problem with 
contextualization is that it can be a negotiation of faith and culture and that negotiation is 
never straightforward; it is often confusing, conflicted and a profoundly difficult task.
90
 
The Church must regard contextualization as a necessary process that requires significant 
time, critical evaluation and ongoing theological reflection. 
Given the Church’s historic commitment to Christ’s ‘Great Commission’, the 
impact of consumerism and McDonaldization of the Church, globalization and the spread 
of a global consumer culture, there is a fear that all these factors could also undermine the 
growing church in the two-thirds world. The Church’s tolerance and participation in Pax 
Americana
91
, the emphasis of the American ideal that a better way of life is connected to 
economic growth and individual economic up-scaling, the values of individualism and 
materialism are all ideas and beliefs that are in contradiction with kingdom values. Yet, 
they are dominant values that are preached around the globe thanks to a powerful 
borderless youth culture
92
. The Church in the two-thirds world is even less equipped to 
deal with these challenges and it is a battle that the first world church is losing. 
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In addition to globally exported American culture threatening the two-thirds 
world church, a decline in giving in the church in North America also has significant 
implications. While Americans have enjoyed an increase in real income between the 
years 1921 and 2003, giving in the American Church has declined over the same period.
93
 
There are many hypothesized reasons why giving is in decline. However, while giving to 
churches is in decline, spending by Americans Christians on luxury goods is experiencing 
a dramatic increase.
94
 The work and growth of the two-thirds world Church in the past 
has relied heavily on giving from churches in the first world and continues to do so. If the 
Church in American continues to allow consumerism to run rampant it may seriously 
marginalize the work of the two-thirds world Church, a part of the Church that has 
experienced significant growth while the American Church is simultaneously 
experiencing a decline in attendance. An inability to support and participate in the 
mission of the Kingdom of Christ is a theological disaster since without participation in 
the Christ’s mission to the world the church has no intimacy and knowledge of Christ.95 
In conclusion, in its initial stages, capitalistic consumerism was viewed by leaders 
of the Church as a threat to its stability and character. However, they believed if 
leveraged properly capitalistic consumerism could be an ally to be used to the advantage 
of growing denominations in a new young country. What they could not see is how this 
alliance would pave the way towards irrevocable change.  
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Perhaps the single most significant way that capitalistic consumerism affected 
both the Church and adolescence is its emphasis on efficiency. Capitalism, the economic 
successor of feudalism, was seen as attractive because of its ability to increase the level 
of productivity with the least amount of effort. As discussed in chapter one, that which 
increases productivity and decreases effort is usually adopted by cultures. Captialism was 
not just adopted because of its increased productivity and efficiency. It also emphasized 
those values so greatly that those values became esteemed by other cultural institutions, 
namely adolescence and the Church. Consumption of products and symbols was seen as 
an efficient and productive way of creating and projecting an individual’s identity. 
Crafting and packaging spirituality as consumable programs and experiences was seen as 
an efficient way to engage and reach as many people as possible, making numerical 
growth rather than deep spiritual growth the priority. 
While consumer participation and materialism have had a significant negative 
impact on the organization, leadership, discipleship and mission of the church in the 
United States, there are glimmers of hope. With tolerance reaching record levels, the 
growth of consumerism has spawned limitless choices, causing the spiritual market place 
to grow to unprecedented levels.
96
 This has opened doors for some to experience God in 
ways that would have been impossible and not tolerated in prior generations.   
Technology is also allowing more people to re-establish themselves as producers 
in a consumeristic culture. Computers, the internet and other technological advancements 
are allowing individuals, who normally do not have a voice or audience, to communicate 
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alternative messages. In a consumeristic culture, even these alternative messages are seen 
as having a viable place in the culture, economy and the church.  Pete Ward in his book 
Participation and Mediation says this allows individuals to proactively re-assert 
themselves as “active agents in the cultural economy”97 rather than constantly being 
subjugated by an overpowering and dominant culture. 
The contemporary Church must embrace these glimmers of hope and address the 
challenges that consumerism and materialism pose. In a period of history that is 
experiencing significant growth in new spirituality and undergoing a reconfiguration of 
beliefs
98
, the church must avoid being a body of people that emulates current cultural 
engineers and marketers who as Dave Mahan says offers “neither bread nor stones, but 
Twinkies.”99 Offering spiritual sweets in a world that is begging for the bread of life and 
the living water will only produce a secular Church in a world seeking spirituality.
100
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PART TWO 
BIBLICAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL REFLECTION
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CHAPTER 3 
BIBLICAL TEACHING ON MONEY, POWER, POSSESSIONS AND 
STEWARDSHIP 
 
Having completed a brief history of the rise of materialism, the Church’s 
participation in it, it’s affect on the telos of the Church and adolescent consumption, a 
review of scripture in regards to money, power, possessions and the use of those 
possessions will be done. This review will be done in four sections. The first will discuss 
blessing and stewardship in the biblical covenants. The second will review biblical 
teaching on money and how economics should and should not shape relationships. 
Section three will review Jesus teaching concerning people, power and possessions. The 
fourth will look at how economics shaped relationships in the early Church. 
It must be stated that gleaning economic truths from a book written two thousand 
years ago, a time very different than today, will be difficult but not impossible. Some 
think this struggle so difficult that it is just as possible to derive a theory of economics 
from the pages of scripture as it is to derive a sense of biology from Genesis, a theory of 
democratic politics from Amos, medical ethics from Luke, or an undergraduate 
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curriculum from the letters of Paul.
1
 However, in compensating for cultural change, too 
many have forced the subject into the blanket binary classification that scripture supports 
a Marxist communal form of living or a capitalistic structure emphasizing prosperity and 
generosity.
2
 The result is that contemporary understandings of people, power, possessions 
and wealth tend to be as dependent on economic and cultural models as they are on God’s 
design for his people. 
It would be helpful to note that a model of practical theology will be employed to 
point the way forward in regards to the impact of materialism on the spiritual and identity 
formation of adolescents.  Bible teaching in regards to people, power, possessions and 
wealth will be leaned on heavily as will current developmental theory of adolescents, best 
practices of thriving youth ministries and reflections on past practice and the results. 
These focus areas will be scrutinized through the lens of the work of Jesus on the cross. 
The goal is a way of thinking in regards to materialism and adolescent individuation that 
is founded on scripture but that goes beyond traditional economic categories. 
 
Blessing and Stewardship In Biblical Covenants 
One of the over-arching meta-narratives of the Bible is that of the covenant. It is 
generally understood that there are five primary covenants between God and his people 
with the Bible itself being a covenant document: the noahic, abrahamic, mosaic, davidic, 
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and the new covenant established through Jesus Christ. In addition, while not considered 
a covenant, Genesis chapter one includes covenantal language of blessing and provision. 
Because these covenants span the entire length of biblical history, beginning with an 
exploration of blessing and stewardship in biblical covenants is a logical place to start. 
While exploring scripture in regards to money, power, possessions and people in 
the context of covenants, two main themes emerge in the Old Testament. First, God 
desires to prosper his people and the wealth he wants to bless them with is good.
3
 Second, 
wealth is a reward for faithfulness and there is a price for unfaithfulness.
4
 The prosperity 
and wealth that God promises his people comes in the form of provision, land, offspring 
and security and is a reward for faithfulness and a sign of God’s power and provision. 
God’s desire to prosper his people begins immediately in Genesis chapter one. 
While the creation narrative is not a covenant, the language of Genesis chapter one is 
reiterated throughout the covenants. Throughout the creation story what God creates is 
deemed as good. However, God’s creation is not just good in a utilitarian sense. When 
God says what he has created is good, John Schneider in The Good of Affluence writes, 
“It is good rather in the sense of being a pure and holy thing, as something that God 
respects, loves, and takes delight in for the perfect, purposeful whole that it is.”5 In 
Genesis chapter one, it is evident that what God creates he takes joy and pleasure in.  
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The goodness of God’s creation and his pleasure in what he has created is clear 
when on the sixth day he creates man in his own image. God’s creation of man begins in 
Genesis 1:26 with God speaking in the plural, in a cohortative form, saying, “Let us make 
humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” This reveals God’s personal 
investment and involvement in his creation.
6
 The creation of humankind is more than 
God making something from nothing; it is God imparting himself into what he is 
creating. Humankind has royal status conferred upon them, men and women in equal 
measure.
7
 When God completes his creation Genesis 1:31 says the result is ‘very good’.  
While the goodness of creation signals that God himself took enjoyment from his 
creation, it also signals that it was to be enjoyed by those he created in his own image. 
Seven times in chapter 1 creation is deemed good. This emphasizes its abundance and 
God’s intention for it to be a blessing to humans and its capacity to bring humans, created 
in the image of the creator, royal delight
8
. 
Creation was not created simply for the enjoyment of humankind. Created last 
and deemed very good, humankind was also to participate in producing and completing 
creation.
9
 As image bearers this means being more than deputies left behind to manage 
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the house while the owner is gone, but being the kind of people who also say “let there 
be” and “let us make” and being agents of creativity in the creators creation.10 
As image bearers and designated co-creators, the obligations of humans in regards 
to creation do not end there. In Genesis 1:28 the image bearers are commanded to 
multiply and have dominion over creation. If God views his creation as sacred and 
dominion represents how God believes creation should be managed, how humans rule 
creation needs to hold fast to the sacredness of creation.
11
 Dominion means humans are 
ennobled for the purpose of ennobling everything else that God has created.
12
 Exercising 
dominion over creation then means to seek the flourishing of the creator’s creation. 
This is the foundation on which the biblical covenants sit. God guarantees that if 
his people are faithful to him he will always be faithful to them. This faithfulness will be 
evident through God’s provision and blessing of his people with prosperity and power. 
The book of Genesis is a narrative of God’s people attempting to live into that promise 
through the noahic and abrahamic covenants. In both covenants, the original creation 
language is repeated. In Genesis 9:1, the noahic covenant uses the words be fruitful, 
multiply and fill the earth and “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you 
and make your name great so that you will be a blessing” in the abrahamic covenant (Gen 
12:2). Despite the sin, God’s creation is described as good, precious and sacred13 and 
                                               
10
 Crouch, Playing God: Redeeming the Gift of Power, 34. 
 
11
 Schneider, The Good of Affluence: Seeking God in a Culture of Wealth, 53. 
 
12
 Ibid., 52. 
 
13
 John Schneider, Godly Materialism: Rethinking Money & Possessions (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity Press, 1994), 63. 
 57 
 
God’s endless passion for this world is evident despite the presence of evil in the heart of 
men.
14
 
Passion for his creation and his people is evident in God gifting his people the 
land of Canaan. Canaan represents God’s desire for his people to flourish and experience 
the bounty of creation. This is evident through the description of the Promised Land as 
the ‘land of milk and honey’ (Ex 3:8). It is in this covenantal context that the material 
wealth and prosperity of the patriarchs must be understood: the desire of God to bless his 
people with a special land to call home.
15
 
However, God’s desire to give his people land following their expulsion from the 
Garden of Eden is more than providing them with a home. The land of Canaan was also 
symbolic of their future redemption from sin. The land of Canaan was to experience 
freedom from slavery and poverty as John Schneider writes to live into their original 
purpose of “cultivating a spirituality and materiality of true dominion and delight.”16 In 
this light, the land of Canaan is much more than a utilitarian good. The ‘land of milk and 
honey’ is a “precious expression of God’s glory, of human dignity, and of the goodness 
of life in this world. In its proper form [delight in the form of the land of Canaan] it is a 
sacrament to God’s dominion over chaos and darkness.”17 
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The language of prosperity, peace and provision are reiterated in the Mosaic, 
Davidic and New covenants. In Exodus 23:20-22 God tells Moses that he has prepared a 
place (Canaan) for his people and will also deal with their enemies. When the Mosaic 
covenant is sealed with a pledge of obedience (Ex 24:7) the glory of the Lord was 
manifested for all to see (Ex 24:17) as a sign of what covenantal life would be like. In the 
Davidic covenant the pledge of protection from enemies, a great name, preparing a place 
for the people and planting them, for the purpose of  flourishing and reaping a harvest, is 
repeated again in 2 Samuel 7:9-10. Finally, in Luke 22:20, Jesus seals the new covenant 
with his blood, promising an eternal life of flourishing and blessing (Hebrews 9:15). 
God promises to bless, prosper and flourish his people, but he also requires 
obedience. Obedience takes many forms, including good stewardship of blessings and 
prosperity. However, God also desired Israel’s obedience because he wanted Israel to be 
a decent society.
18
 Given God’s blessing and their past as a slave nation, Israel’s 
obedience to God’s law would show that they were just and merciful people through the 
usage of their power, possessions and wealth towards others. 
Just as parents utilize rules to help shape and form who their children will 
become, God’s law is a means to shaping his people. The levitical law, flowing from the 
mosaic covenant, did not allow for compartmentalization of faith from economic identity; 
Yahweh is Lord of all things including economics and even economic choices should fall 
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subject to his will and revelation.
19
  Permeating this covenantal law is a call to be 
compassionate. Israel, with its history as a slave nation to the Egyptians, was never to 
forget the poor, the forsaken, the lonely and the disenfranchised.  
Compassion is at the heart of the levitical law because it reflects the character of 
the law giver. Deuteronomy 10:17-19 says that God is great, mighty, not partial, takes no 
bribe, executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and Israel love the sojourner as 
God does. Impartiality is at the core of God’s law which forbids partiality or preference 
in favor of rich or poor.
20
 Before God and his law, all Israelites were equal. This means 
money, possessions and property paled in comparison to people.
21
 
The result of laws that emphasized impartiality and the equality was a system of 
stewardship designed to meet the needs of all people. Utilizing the blessings and 
prosperity that God bestowed on his people, Israel lived into a principle of moral 
proximity. This principle states that one’s moral obligations, particularly economic ones, 
are dependent on the moral proximity to a particular person; people are obligated to those 
closest to them.
22
 The law made provisions for the Israelites to meet the needs of those in 
their immediate families and communities.  
Care for those whose familial immediacy and geographical proximity is closest is 
evident in Leviticus 19:9-18. These laws address harvesting and gleaning by the less 
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fortunate and finish with laws in regards to not bearing a grudge towards a brother. The 
gleaning laws were not in place as a way for Israel to perform voluntary acts of charity, 
but as a means of guaranteeing the poor’s right to a livelihood and survival.23 Each law 
ends with the statement “I am the Lord your God.” serving as an invitation to the people 
of Israel to trust in the Lord for their sustenance and not rely on their own ability.
24
 
Two sets of laws reveal a framework of stewardship more clearly than any other 
levitical law: the Sabbath of the year of the Jubilee laws. On the Sabbath, the Israelites 
were to cease from work, once every seven years there was to be a year of sabbatical rest 
and once every forty-nine years a year of Jubilee. During these periods of time, people 
would rest, fields would lay fallow, the poor would glean from the fields what naturally 
grew and people would rely on God’s provision from prior years to sustain them. Each 
seven years loans would be canceled (Deut 15:1-6) freeing people from the burden of 
debt. The basis for these laws was the reminder that Yahweh is owner of everything, 
including the land, and it cannot be permanently held by anyone other than him
25
. The 
Israelites were to be grateful stewards of the land and the provisions God gave them. 
The framework of stewardship in these laws was undergirded by the foundation of 
Yahweh’s lordship. These laws were unparalleled in the Ancient Near East and the 
shortened time to work would have restricted Israel’s ability to compete as an economic 
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world power.
26
 These laws were designed to free the Israelites from a need to compete. If 
they trusted in God and followed his law the land would yield its fruit and they would eat 
their fill (Lev 25:19). The jubilee kingdom would be free from any kind of oppression, 
including material poverty, and would give Israel a glimpse of what the coming kingdom 
of God would be like in its full material manifestation.
27
 The Sabbath laws and the year 
of the Jubilee, regardless of implementation, stand as alternative economic and 
stewardship models for any age, testifying to God’s desire to provide for his people while 
offering a loud critique against the status quo of statism, the disregard for the precious 
treasure of personal rootage, and rampant individualism which values individuals at the 
expense of the community.
28
 The year of Jubilee and the Sabbath are poignant pictures of 
what the Lord’s kingdom will look like as Jesus proclaimed it in Luke 4:18-19. 
Throughout biblical history God made covenants with his people which 
unconditionally promised life and salvation. These promises were fulfilled through the 
gifting of prosperity, land, progeny, protection from the curse of Genesis 3 and a full 
life.
29
 However, while the covenant was unconditional, the blessings of the covenant 
were conditional and were dependent of living in right relationship with God:
30
 a life 
marked by obedience to the law, faithfulness to his promise and good stewardship. 
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Money and Economic Relationships in the Old Testament 
The biblical covenants of the Old Testament create the framework through which 
it can be understood. This is especially true when considering what the Bible says about 
relationships affected by economics. The Old Testament is full of the theme that God 
wants to bless his people materially in the context of a right relationship with him, but is 
also rife with warnings against wealth acquired through ill-gotten gain and wickedness.
31
 
This is the topic of discussion in the next section. 
As stated before, under God’s law all people were equal. Status had no bearing, 
possessions did not dictate identity and the life of the most degraded person had more 
value than the richest possession.
32
 The law reflects the impartial character of God. The 
blessing and abundance of the garden was God’s original design for creation and its fruit 
was to be enjoyed by humans. The unconditional covenants that God made with his 
people stated if they were faithful to him plenty would be the order of the day. Simply 
put, there would be more than enough for everyone regardless of economic standing. 
Wisdom literature affirms God’s desire to bless his people with plenty. Human 
life as God intended it meant fullness physically, materially and spiritually, facilitating an 
ability to exercise dominion, experience delight and flourishing.
33
 Proverbs 28: 25 says, 
“A greedy man stirs up strife, but the one who trusts in the Lord will be enriched.” God’s 
desire is to bless his faithful people and provide for them so they can flourish. 
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While Proverbs communicates that it is God’s desire to bless his people 
materially, faithfulness is no guarantee of prosperity. Proverbs 28:6 says it is better to be 
poor with integrity than to be rich without it. While God desires to bless his people with 
what they need, biblical wisdom literature makes it clear that no one can predict whether 
faith will bring material prosperity, blessing, flourishing and delight.
34
 In the Psalms 
those who maintain their integrity and suffered for it are referred to as the anawim: the 
righteous poor. They are God’s true people despite appearing to be abandoned.35 Having 
faith does not guarantee material prosperity. 
Faith may not guarantee material blessing and delight, but wisdom literature does 
teach that the righteous will be remembered. Psalm 37:25 states, “I have not seen the 
righteous forsaken or his children begging for bread.” The temptation is to spiritualize 
this passage and understand it as a promise of future deliverance to be completed in the 
after-life. While it best not to take this passage as an absolute and a promise, but as an 
description of the life of the righteous, this verse stands as a clarion call to kingdom 
communities as to how the redeemed can function.
36
 
Proverbs 30:7-9 stands at the center of the connection between righteousness and 
wealth or poverty. The author declares, “Remove from me falsehood and lying; give me 
neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be full and 
deny and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my 
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God.” While these verse are about finding a life balance between wealth and poverty, 
because extreme wealth and poverty cause intolerable damage to community 
relationships, the ability to live in harmony, and limit a person’s ability to be in right 
relationship with God,
37
 this passage is also a plea for perspective. It is a prayer for 
humility that recognizes that God owes the writer nothing and to be thankful for his daily 
bread.
38
 In times of plenty and shortage the righteous are thankful. 
It is also clear in the Old Testament that a lack of humility and thankfulness in 
times of plenty, blessing and flourishing is condemnable behavior. Amos says Ezekiel 
6:4, 6-7 that because they “lie on beds of ivory and stretch themselves out on their 
couches and eat lambs from the flock and calves from the midst of the stall” but “are not 
grieved over the ruin of Joseph” that they will “be the first of those to go into exile, and 
the revelry of those who stretch themselves out shall pass away.” Isaiah 1:22 condemns 
Judah because her “princes are rebels and companion of thieves” and “everyone loves a 
bribe and runs after gifts.” Greed and economic exploitation of the poor are actions that 
caused God’s chosen people to be sent into captivity.39 
The economic transgressions of Israel and Judah caused the exile because of what 
those actions represented. Greed, hoarding of wealth, unjust economic actions and a lack 
of humility in the marketplace revealed that Israel and Judah were spiritually dead. Ron 
Sider in Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger writes that the Old Testament prophets 
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teach explicitly that the economic life of an individual and a nation is “the measure and 
mirror of the soul”.40 Israel and Judah turned their back on God and gave their hearts to 
riches and wealth, money and power. 
In setting their hearts on their own gain, Israel and Judah made money, power and 
wealth their idols. It was easier to trust in these worldly things rather than God because at 
the heart of all basic idolatries is the belief that a recalcitrant and unpredictable part of the 
world can be controlled.
41
 This is evident when considering that the Greek translation of 
the Old Testament uses eidola for the word idol and this word conveys the idea that 
things are appearing to be something that they are not.
42
 People worship them for what 
idols appear to give them. Israel and Judah worshipped money, power and wealth 
because they gave them life, significance and security.
43
 As John Calvin points out in 
Sermons on the Ten Commandments people “invent idols in infinite numbers.”44 
It is clear that idol worship is more than trusting something that displaces trust in 
God. Idolatry is giving one’s heart away and allowing that thing to mold and shape ones’s 
identity. So exile was more than punishment for sin. In Ezekiel 11:19-20 the Lord says, 
“And I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the 
heart of stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in my 
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statutes and keep my rules and obey them. And they shall be my people, and I will be 
their God.” Israel and Judah’s exile would facilitate a divine heart transplant.45 
To illustrate that idolatry was about giving away one’s heart, it is also described 
as adultery. Repeatedly Israel and Judah, in their idol worship, are described as whores. 
This shocking imagery is used because Israel and Judah’s idolatry is a violation of the 
covenantal relationship God established with Israel. God fulfilled his commitment and 
Israel had not. Israel and Judah trusted not their husband, but rather their beauty (Eze 
16:15). Fundamentally, the central issue with idolatry, Israel and Judah’s trust in money, 
power and prosperity, is not a matter of alliances, but one of reliance (where trust lies) 
and the inclination of the heart (where the heart is drawn).
46
 
Craig Blomberg in Neither Poverty Nor Riches writes that Israel and Judah’s` idol 
worship manifested itself in five distinct ways.
47
 First, they worshipped graven images 
made of costly materials (Isa 2:7-8). Second, they relied on ritual rather than repentance 
for their preservation before God (Jer 7:4). Third, they utilized any means necessary, 
often at the expense of the poor, to acquire more land (Amos 5:11-12). Fourth, they took 
pride in their wealth while disregarding the plight of the poor (Amos 4:1, 6:4-6). Fifth, 
leaders decisions were motivated by personal gain (Mic 3:11). Israel was outwardly 
practicing religion, relying on ritual. But their hearts focused on what John Day, in 
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Ezekiel and the Heart of Idolatry, calls the “stumbling blocks of iniquity”.48 Israel and 
Judah gave their hearts to money, power and possessions and made them their gods. 
The prophets also clearly teach what an economic life rooted in righteousness 
looks like. Again Craig Blomberg, in Neither Poverty Nor Riches, summarizes five Old 
Testament themes of righteous economics in the books of the prophets.
49
 First, Israel and 
Judah were to seek justice for the marginalized. Isaiah 1:17 exhorts Judah to do good by 
correcting oppression, bringing justice to the fatherless and pleading the widow’s cause. 
Second, boasting in wealth was prohibited and generosity in giving was required. In 
Jeremiah 9:23-24 the Lord tells Judah that they are not to boast in their wealth but to 
boast that they have experienced the steadfast love, justice and righteousness of the Lord. 
Third, God’s people were to lament their sin and how they perpetuated injustice and 
hardship on others. The entire book of Lamentations is devoted to describing the sins of 
Jerusalem, their subsequent punishment and how generations to follow bore the 
punishment of their ancestors. Fourth, faithful economics rooted in righteousness actively 
seeks the welfare of any city God’s people live in, even Babylon (Jer 29:7). Fifth, the 
prophets tell God’s people to hold fast to the promises made to them despite the hardship 
they brought upon themselves. This call to cling to the promises of God are both short 
and long term, pointing to deliverance in the future, reminding the people that the 
covenant of peace has not been removed (Isa 54:10), and pointing to eschatological 
deliverance (Isa 65:17-25). 
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There is no more well known passage in the Old Testament than Micah 6:8 in 
regards to what economic righteousness is depicted as. Micah asks,“With what shall I 
come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high?” Rhetorical questions then 
follow. With burnt offerings, calves a year old, thousands of rams, or rivers of oil? Is 
Israel to show their economic righteousness through ritual simply by giving back to the 
God who so lavishly blessed them with these gifts to begin with? Micah finishes by 
telling his audience that they know what the Lord requires of them; to walk humbly (right 
attitude), love kindness (right affection) and do justice (right action). Proper economic 
behavior rooted in righteousness will be evident in Israel and Judah’s attitudes, affections 
and actions, not simply through ritual; it is truly the mirror and measure of the soul.
50
  
 
Power, Possessions and People in the Teachings of Christ 
Having completed a basic review of what the biblical covenants reveal about 
stewardship and blessing and what the Old Testament reveals about money and economic 
relationships, a review of what the New Testament teaches will be done. This will be 
done in two parts. The first part will examine power, possessions and people in Jesus’ 
teachings and the second part kingdom economics and relationships in the early church. 
While a major theme that runs through the Old Testament is the goodness of 
wealth and God’s desire to bless his people with it, with restrictions on its accumulation, 
there is no similar theme in the New Testament. In fact, the New Testament universalizes 
and personalizes the traditional Hebraic demands for obedience while simultaneously 
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relativizing the beliefs that wealth and poverty are guarantees of God’s favor or 
disfavor.
51
 This is primarily because the covenantal promises of the Old Testament are 
fulfilled and are being fully realized through Jesus Christ in the New Testament. 
Jesus life and ministry began in the first century with Israel living under Roman 
occupation. However, it was much more than an occupation; it was a system of 
inequality.
52
 Like all nations and empires, the Romans had developed sophisticated 
mechanisms to justify the inequality in the empire and make it feel inevitable as a means 
to creating geo-political and socio-economic stability. 
This system of inequality was maintained and founded on four key realities.
53
 
First, the Roman imperial economy was pre-industrial. Second, the economy was 
primarily agricultural, with seventy-five to eighty percent of the economy being 
agriculturally based.
54
 The result was wealth was based on land ownership, controlled by 
a small percentage of the population, and there was effectively no middle class. Third, 
with only three percent of the population in the wealthy category and nearly ninety 
percent of people near or below subsistence level, poverty was pervasive. Fourth, 
financial resources were the primary way for determining a person’s place in the social 
economy, followed closely by gender, ethnicity, lineage, legal status (slave or free), 
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occupation and education. These realities mean that the vast majority of people in first 
century Israel were poor and had no hope of changing their economic and social status. 
What is known about Jesus, his family and his community helps paint a clearer 
picture of where he stood in the social economy. This assessment is important given that 
the theology of the Incarnation is central to the Christian faith and is more than just a 
biological event. If this is true, then it must be acknowledged that Jesus social and 
economic identity were a matter of choice not cosmic coincidence; Jesus choose to 
become the kind of human, socially and economically, that he was.
55
  
A number of key facts are known about Jesus that help pinpoint his position in the 
social economy. Jesus was raised in Nazareth. While stigmatized for being conceived out 
of wedlock, he had two parents, and likely grew up in a relatively stable home. He was a 
tradesman, working as a carpenter for most of his life. These factors mean that Jesus and 
his family fell into the socio-economic demographic that was slightly above the poverty 
or subsistence line. It is difficult to say that Jesus and his family were part of any 
economic class, primarily because class structures are a modern construct, grounded in 
Marxist theory and require cohesion compared to other perceived levels.
56
 However, the 
details that are known reveal that he and his family were in the lower-middle class.
57
  
Understanding the economic roots of Jesus’ family is helpful because it frames 
Jesus own personal approach to material possessions. Jesus likely grew up in a home 
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where there was enough, but not much more. When he began his public ministry he left 
everything, traveling with little other than what he took with him, living austerely. Yet, 
his public ministry began at a lavish wedding feast in Cana, when he fed the five 
thousand there was twelve baskets of leftovers and he dined in the homes of Pharisees 
and tax collectors (the wealthy elite). He shrugs off the need for material possessions, 
especially in how they define him in relationship with others, yet does not regard material 
blessing as inherently evil. As Craig Blomberg writes in In Neither Poverty Nor Riches 
Jesus engagement with material blessing made it so that “his very presence brought the 
warmth of new life – freedom, camaraderie, peace, good cheer and a mood of joyous 
celebration that could not be contained by the old wineskins of tradition…in fellowship 
with him, they [his disciples and others] feasted and flourished as never before.”58  
The people Jesus interacted with also spanned the socio-economic spectrum. Four 
of Jesus’s disciples were Galilean fishermen. This likely places them in the same socio-
economic category as Jesus, having resources but not in abundance. Jesus closest 
followers were likely from backgrounds similar to his.
59
 If this is true Jesus disciples 
were poor by twenty-first century standards but not destitute by first century standards. 
Many people that Jesus healed were the poorest of all people: a demon possessed man 
who lived in a cemetery (Luke 8:27), a man with leprosy (Mark 1:40), an invalid who lay 
by the side of the pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-17). Jesus healed others who seemed to 
have some access to economic resources, such as the woman who suffered from a 
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discharge of blood for twelve years and spent all her money on failed medical treatment 
(Luke 8:40-48). This happened while on the way to the home of Jairus, a synagogue 
ruler, to heal his daughter. Jesus engagement of two people at both ends of the socio-
economic spectrum is a reminder, that like his heavenly father, Jesus showed no partiality 
in his ministry. Jesus engaged the rich and poor alike in manner that was proportional to 
their societal makeup. Ultimately, Jesus came for anyone who would listen, rich or poor. 
While Jesus showed no preference for rich or poor, much can be learned about his 
view of possessions, money and power through his engagement of people with those 
three things. A brief review of his interactions with the rich young ruler in Luke 18:18-
30, Zaccheus in Luke 19:1-10, and the healing of Jairus’ daughter in relation to the 
healing of the woman with bleeding in Luke 8:40-56 will attempt to do this. 
Jesus interaction with the rich young ruler in Luke 18:18-30 has been problematic 
causing many to believe that a radical negation of wealth and possessions
60
 is what Jesus 
requires for salvation. This is in part because tension abounds as Jesus responds to the 
‘good teacher’ greeting with the terse statement, “Why do you call me good? No one 
except God is good?” (verse 19) The tension is compounded when the rich young ruler 
walks away and Jesus does not stop him and explain to him that he meant “sell 
everything” metaphorically and a tithe was sufficient.61 The palpable tension is 
heightened because two thousand years later wealth and money command much 
influence.  
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The rich young ruler asks what appears to be an innocent question. “Good 
teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Part of the problem is that the question us 
framed as a transaction. If he does something he can receive, or inherit, something as if it 
is earned or deserved. The rich young ruler, knowing the law as well as he claims his 
actions show, should know that inheriting eternal life through his actions is impossible. 
This ignorance is revealed when Jesus responds with a list of laws, from the Ten 
Commandments, which he must keep. The rich young ruler says he has kept them while 
not realizing that Jesus left off the command to not covet. The rich young ruler desired to 
make the acquisition of eternal life dependant on his own action
62
 and Jesus told him to 
do so he must sell everything he had. If eternal life can be gained through performance 
and law keeping, then selling everything and giving it to the poor is what must be done. 
Jesus’s response to the rich young ruler’s sadness in verse twenty-three makes it 
clear this story is about more than salvation through works. Jesus states it is easier for a 
camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for the wealthy to get into heaven. The 
disciples would have heard this statement against the commonly held Old Testament 
standard that wealth is a sign of God’s favor63 and the exegetical gymnastics that have 
been performed by many commentators to limit the severity of Jesus’s statement tend to 
imply that that view is also widely held today.  
Jesus comparison seems to defy human understanding and makes it sound 
impossible for the wealthy to enter the kingdom of heaven. But the fullness of Jesus 
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teaching on wealth and the kingdom of God can only be understood in light of his 
declaration that, “What is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27). Two 
central ideas are to be understood through this statement. First, wealth itself is not bad, 
but wealth can make it more difficult for it’s possessor to hear the call to follow Jesus.64 
The second is that only God makes it possible for a person to enter into the kingdom of 
God; no amount of human effort through good works or wealth can secure entrance. 
Closely connected to these two ideas is Jesus’s command to ‘follow me’. Sondra 
Wheeler in Wealth as Peril and Obligation writes that this command was not simply an 
“inner detachment of the soul from objects still in possession, but a perfectly literal 
departure from literal objects, places and people.”65 Nor was this command limited to the 
rich young ruler. Jesus’ declaration that anyone who leaves and follows for the sake of 
kingdom of God will receive many times more confirms the command was meant for all 
present and future audiences. What must be remembered is “without a concept of a 
kingdom that can command allegiance, the idea that wealth might compete for that 
allegiance has no purchase and no weight.”66 Limiting the cost of following to preserve 
the status quo blinds people to the power of inhibitors to following and dilutes the real 
and future value of the kingdom of God.  
While Luke’s telling of Jesus interaction with the rich young ruler seems to 
individually based, Mark’s version also locates the teaching in the realm of the collective. 
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Luke leaves out the command ‘do not covet’, but Mark recounts that Jesus reframed the 
command as do not defraud (Mark 10:19). If the rich young ruler was intent on following 
the law as a means to acquiring eternal life, then a redistribution ill-acquired wealth to 
those in need in accordance with levitical law would have been required. In framing the 
Decalogue this way, Jesus is showing that a reliance on wealth and status that comes with 
it puts the possessor likely outside of the covenant
67
 due to the institutional sin of letting 
the poor suffer to continue.
68
 Mark’s gospel is primarily concerned with discipleship and 
the thesis of story is not ‘whatever you have sell it’ but rather ‘come follow me’.69 To be 
a disciple of Jesus means to sacrifice and have a desire for the common good. 
This call to following is further described through the story of Zacchaeus which 
follows the story of the rich young ruler. Zacchaeus is described as a tax collector, rich 
and being small in stature. This description is starkly contrasted with the lack of a 
description of the rich young ruler. The name Zacchaeus, a derivative of Zechariah, 
meaning pure or innocent, coupled with his vocation as tax collector and his small 
stature, correlated with small-mindedness. First century audiences would have 
immediately believed that Zacchaeus was not living up to his name.
70
 As a tax collector 
they knew that he was not pure and innocent or interested in the common good of the 
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people. To compensate for low character Zacchaeus attempted to climb the social ranks 
by becoming rich. 
Hearing that Jesus was coming, Zacchaeus reveals his willingness to put himself 
above his fellow people by climbing a sycamore tree and elevating himself despite the 
potential embarrassment. However, in his attempt to elevate himself above others to see 
Jesus, Vitor Westhelle in his article “Exposing Zaccheus” says he also elevates himself 
above Jesus causing Jesus to have to look up and say “Zacchaeus, get down from there 
and face your own low and debased stature and know yourself for what you truly are. 
And today I will enter your luxurious and secured home just as you have invaded and 
plundered the poor houses of these people.”71 Zacchaeus recognizes this rebuke for what 
it is: an opportunity to live up to his name. Zacchaeus does this not simply through a 
redistribution of his wealth per the levitical law, but also through a righting of the wrongs 
he perpetuated through the defrauding of others. In this way, Zacchaeus is not an example 
of acceptable wealth but a direct contrast to the rich young ruler in the prior chapter who 
could not follow Jesus by giving away his wealth.
72
 Zacchaeus is the example because his 
leaving his wealth to follow Jesus is willfully given, not asked for and reveals the 
previously hidden truth that all money and possessions belong to the master and are to be 
used for his priorities.
73
 Salvation is given to Zacchaeus, not on the merit of giving away 
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his ill-acquired wealth and righting wrongs he perpetuated, but based on his willingness 
to leave behind his old way of life and acknowledgement of Jesus’ lordship. 
While more time could be spent examining what Jesus has to say about wealth 
and possessions a brief examination of how power is used and engaged by Jesus will be 
undertaken. This will be helpful since money and material possessions are ways that 
power is physically manifested culturally and within relationships.  
In Mark 5:21-43, the story of Jesus healing a woman with bleeding and Jairus’s 
daughter, we see a narrative that is rife with subtle but poignant engagement of power. 
With a crowd of people in tow Jesus is begged by Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue and a 
person of significant power, influence, status and wealth, to come and heal his sick 
daughter. On the way Jesus has an encounter that he could have ignored. A woman who 
suffers from ongoing bleeding for twelve years, despite violating numerous cleanliness 
laws, ventures into the crowd, touches the hem of Jesus’ garment and is healed. The 
woman is healed and despite the urgency with which Jairus has implored Jesus to come 
to his house, Jesus stops to engage this woman. So insignificant is this woman that her 
name is not known or given. Yet, Jesus stops and listens to her story of suffering, 
attempts at being healed at the expense of numerous doctors, and the subsequent shame 
that comes with the kind of uncleanliness she has lived with. She shares with Jesus the 
complete lack of influence, status and wealth that caused her, from a position of complete 
powerlessness, to covertly seek healing. In listening to her story, Jesus authenticates her 
suffering and uses his power, which Jairus is seeking, to restore her, not just physically, 
but also socially and emotionally when he tells her to ‘go in peace’ in verse 34. 
 78 
 
As Jesus is exercising his considerable power to heal a nameless and powerless 
woman in the midst of a great crowd, Jairus’s servants come and give him news that 
renders him powerless. Jesus, while spending time with someone on the lowest rung of 
Jewish society, has missed the chance to heal the daughter of someone near the top of the 
social ladder; Jairus’s daughter is dead. Hearing this, Jesus tells Jairus to do what the 
powerless woman had already done: ‘do not fear, only believe’ (Mark 5:36). Then he 
dismisses the crowd who could be the witnesses to his power, taking only three disciples 
with him. Diminishing his perceivable power even further, he declares to the few 
remaining people that Jairus’s daughter is not dead, but only sleeping. When presented 
with an opportunity to leverage his power to further his personal ministry, Jesus 
consistently diminishes the opportunity and obscures his power. Healing the girl, with 
only her parents and the three disciples present, Jesus charges them to not say a word. 
In this brief exchange, Jesus turns the power structure of the world upside down. 
Andy Crouch writes in Playing God that “the anonymous daughter is healed publicly; the 
prominent daughter is healed secretly. No story shows more clearly Jesus’ utter disregard 
of human privilege [power, influence and status] – disregard, not antipathy or distaste.”74 
In the hands of Jesus, power, influence, status and wealth, are to be used to right wrongs 
and serve those who cannot offer anything in exchange.  
It is this approach and regard for earthly power that is at the heart of Jesus’ 
teaching on wealth, possessions and power in the Sermon on the Mount. In Matthew 
6:19-34 Jesus directly addresses the allure of possessions and the power that appear to 
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come with them. In verses 19-21 Jesus says, ‘Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on 
earth…but in heaven…for where your treasure is, there your heart is also.’ He continues 
saying in verse 24, ‘no one can serve two masters.’ Jesus says this because attempting to 
serve two masters is half-heartedness and is a template for idolatry.
75
 God demands our 
full devotion. This is not possible when mammon, the Greek word for money, power, 
influence, status and wealth hold a prominent role. They are lordless powers that allow 
people to believe they are in control when in fact they are being controlled. Karl Barth 
describes Mammon and power in Church Dogmatics IV as the “hidden wirepullers in 
man’s great and small enterprises, movements, achievements and revolutions.”76 
Mammon and power are dangerous because people believe they possess and wield them 
for good, but Jesus teaches they wield the individual if they do not yield to God.  
Jesus continues to teach that a placement of trust in earthly things like wealth, 
possessions and power is due to a lack of faith. This is evident when he addresses his 
audience as ‘you of little faith’ in verse 30.77 Their anxiety concerning clothing, food and 
security feels managed when solutions apart from God are sought and yet when this 
happens the anxiety is only multiplied because, as Walter Brueggemann notes in his 
Reflections on Biblical Understandings of Property, “unbounded self-seeking brings 
death.”78 Jesus teaches that freedom from fear and anxiety is only available when people 
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completely avail themselves of the desire to control and provide for themselves. 
Followers of Jesus are to completely trust their provider just as the animals and flowers 
completely trust their creator for their provision.  
This portion of the Sermon on the Mount concludes with Jesus teaching that the 
kingdom of God should be pursued first and foremost. In the gospel of Luke 12:22-34, 
the directive to sell everything and give to the poor and rely on a treasure in heaven is 
also included. The implication is that a separation of oneself from one’s possessions is a 
signal of complete trust in God for safety and provision. This is a troubling and 
challenging command for any reader and tends to cause one of two responses: to either 
spiritualize the command or make it a ‘heart’ issue or to relegate it to time period when 
Jesus returns again. However, spiritualizing this command or relegating it to the eschaton 
does not fit with the immediate teaching of not worrying about present material needs; 
therefore the only other interpretation of this passage is to completely trust in God for 
provision and safety.
79
 Serious application of this command is often not undertaken or 
considered part of the discipleship journey because the cost is weighed as too high. 
However, most readers of this passage could exercise this command in significant ways 
before being suspected of radically applying this command.
80
 It is as if Jesus understands 
this ongoing struggle in his exhortation to let tomorrow, the next day, to worry about 
itself. Jesus tells his listeners to take one day at a time. 
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Finally, the cross reveals much about biblical power. The cross and Jesus death on 
it are a profound revelation of God’s love and mercy. However, the cross also speaks to 
an objective transaction that transformed the human situation, the universe and the 
cosmos through a decisive defeat of the powers of darkness.
81
 The defeat starts with 
Jesus, who did not consider equality with God something to be grasped and made himself 
nothing, taking the form of a servant in human likeness (Phil 2:6-7). Jesus, having every 
right to the power that was deserved by him, relinquished it for the common good. When 
humanity chose to crucify their innocent creator, Marva Dawn in Power, Weakness, and 
the Tabernacling of God writes the cross “exposed as well humanity’s complicity with 
the Powers, our willingness to trade away increments of freedom for installments of 
advantage.”82 Jesus laid down the power that was his for the benefit of others who were 
not deserving of the benefits of his subservience.  
If through his innocent and undeserved death Jesus revealed the powers for what 
they really were, in his resurrection Jesus revealed his lordship over all powers. Jesus 
taught in Matthew 6 and Luke 12 to not try to secure one’s life through power and 
possessions because this will only cause the loss of that life (Luke 17:33). Instead, just as 
Jesus did on the cross, to gain life, one must lose it. Jesus modeled that true authentic life 
comes from dying to the powers, egocentricity, privilege, power and control. Jesus death 
on the cross and resurrection from dead, when he could have called on angels to rescue 
him, renounced the mechanisms of power, making authentic life available to every 
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person.
83
 The cross, through Jesus’ relinquishment of power, becomes the model by 
which people are liberated from the powers, not by striking back at what enslaves them, 
but by dying out from under the jurisdiction and command of the powers.
84
 This gives 
people the ability to no longer respect and care about the powers at work, to see that the 
power of the powers is fabricated and to not suffer at their hands, because through the 
resurrection of Jesus deliverance is assured and guaranteed. In Jesus willfully making 
himself weak, a true balance of power was restored and made available to his followers. 
True godly power is best exemplified when followers of Jesus can exclaim to each other 
“I must become less, so He can become more” as John the Baptist did in John 3:30. 
 
Kingdom Relationships and Economics in the Early Church 
The life of Jesus altered the course of human history. Through his interactions 
with a cross section of Jewish culture, his teaching and his own example Jesus also 
painted a radical new portrait of what kingdom relationships and economics could look 
like and will look like when he returns again. How these radical new ideas applied and 
lived out in the early Church will be the area of exploration in this next section. 
The first century Israel and Palestine that Jesus lived in were actually quite an 
accurate socio-economic representation of the Roman empire as a whole. As outlined 
earlier in this chapter, while there is some discussion as to what percentage of the 
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population lived below the poverty line,
85
 it is agreed that the majority of the population 
of the Roman Empire lived near or below the subsistence line and for whom poverty was 
a reality. While the Church certainly had a representative number of poor in its ranks, the 
Church was also home to wealthy women, traders and artisans high income and low in 
vocational honor, both Jews and Gentiles; Wayne Meeks in The First Urban Christians 
states “a Pauline congregation generally reflected a fair cross-section of urban society.”86 
The grace and redemption offered through the life and death of Jesus appealed to rich and 
poor, Jew and Gentile, slave and free. 
One of the primary themes that runs through the New Testament in regards to 
wealth, power and possessions is that wealth is connected to idolatry. This theme flows 
directly from the Old Testament where the comfort of wealth can lead to reliance on it 
and even apostasy.
87
 Wealth leading to idolatry is perhaps nowhere stressed as strongly in 
the New Testament as stressed by Paul in the book of Ephesians. In chapter 5:5, Paul 
states that those who are covetous are idolaters. The word covetous is also commonly 
translated to the word greedy, widening the scope of those who may be guilty and 
potentially condemning a larger group of people who might plead innocence to the 
charge of idolatry.
88
 Apparently, covetousness, or greed as idolatry, was not a problem 
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confined to the church in Ephesus as Paul nearly repeats the same statement word for 
word in his letter to the church at Colossae in Colossians 3:5. 
In Paul’s mind greed and the selfish desire to accumulate more possessions are 
the same thing. This idea comes from the fact that the Greek word for greed, pleonektes, 
comes from the same word used for covet. Paul is not making an arbitrary association, 
what is at stake is the tenth command of the Decalogue.
89
 Greed takes root slowly, when 
there is indifference to the Lordship of Jesus and even by being in association with those 
who are greedy (Eph 5:6,7). When people do not consistently acknowledge the lordship 
of Jesus, it is more likely that they will place confidence in creaturely powers and 
resources.
90
 When wealth, possessions and power do not deliver the security that they 
seem to promise it is believed that more of these things are needed. If this is the motive, 
Paul believes those greedy and idolatrous people, who make their desires their object of 
devotion, are as much idolaters as those who bow down before idols in pagan temples.
91
 
A second theme that is in all of scripture concerning wealth, possessions and 
power is that injustice is the fruit of wealth inappropriately gained and used. This is an 
important because injustice and idolatry are ultimately the same thing. In Playing God 
Andy Crouch writes, “whether making false gods (idolatry) or playing false gods 
(injustice) the result is identical – the true image of God is lost, and not just lost but 
replaced by something that purports, often very persuasively, to represent the ultimate 
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truth about reality.”92 Practicing one leads to the practice of the other. Injustice and 
idolatry are two sides of the same coin. 
While the New Testament warns the first century Church about the dangers of 
idolatry and injustice connected with wealth, possessions and power, it also teaches of the 
hope that is only available through Jesus. This theme is evident in 1 Corinthians 15:22-
26, “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive…Then comes the 
end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and 
every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his 
feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death”. Through the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ the powers have been put to death and life is available to his followers. 
The verses quoted above also make it clear that there is a distinguishable 
difference between those who follow Jesus and those who do not. In Christ is life and in 
the world, or all who remain in sin through Adam, there is only death. Paul writes in the 
following verse that Jesus will deliver the kingdom to his father in the end, the kingdom 
which he invites his followers and the Church to help institute in this present world. 
Marva Dawn writes in Power, Weakness and the Tabernacling of God, “that is why the 
New Testament is so concerned that churches remain an alternative society, not fostering 
the parasitic growth of the powers of evil but maintaining purity and freedom.”93 Because 
Jesus was victorious in his death and resurrection over the powers, the Church is able to 
provide an alternative picture of what a sanctified economic life might look like.  
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In the life of the early Church, four key examples of the sanctified economic life 
are given. The first way that the Church points to the defeat of the powers through Jesus’s 
death and resurrection is through caring for the poor and those in need. The apostle John 
paints a clear picture of how this should look. In 1 John 2:15 he tells his readers to not 
love the world or the things in the world, because if the love of the world is in a person 
the love of the Father cannot be. John reiterates Jesus’s teaching from Matthew 6:24 that 
no man can serve two masters. John follows this thought in chapter three writing that if a 
person sees a fellow believer in need and has the ability to help them and does not, then 
the love of the Father is not in that person. It is not just the wealthy that are required to 
help those in need, but every Christian who has the ability; as Craig Blomberg writes in 
Neither Poverty Nor Riches, “one measure of love is the degree to which people blessed 
with material wealth distribute that wealth within the community.”94 
This principle of exhibiting the love of the Father through the meeting of the 
needs of the other seems to have been put into action in a number of ways. Acts 2:42-47 
includes the most prominent and debated example of how this was done. Luke writes 
that, “And all who believed were together and had all things in common. And they were 
selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had 
need.” This passage implies that when needs arose, people either gave of what they had, 
or sold possessions and used the money to meet specific individual needs. People owned 
personal possessions but regarded them as koina or belonging or available to the greater 
whole if it could meet the need of another. This passage does not hold communism as the 
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optimal way of living, or even communal living. As Ron Sider writes in Rich Christians 
in an Age of Hunger, “oneness in Christ in the earliest Christian community meant 
unlimited economic liability for, and total economic availability to, the other members of 
Christ’s body.”95 Specific individuals owned possessions, but their community in Christ 
commanded a greater loyalty than did the ownership of specific material objects. 
This commitment to generosity within the Christian community was not limited to 
the Jewish Church in Jerusalem. In the book of 2 Corinthians Paul describes the 
generosity of the Macedonian churches, despite their poverty, as proof of their genuine 
love for Christ and for the Church and tells the Corinthian church to do likewise. Paul 
describes this generosity to others as normative behavior by connecting it to the grace 
that is available through Jesus. The capacity of the Corinthians to be generous is 
dependent on the prior generosity of Jesus, his gift of grace and their experience of it. 
Sondra Wheeler, in Weatlth as Peril and Obligation, writes that generosity becomes an 
“invitation to enter into the fellowship of those who share a common abundance of grace, 
and thus find reason and capacity for generosity even in the midst of want.”96 
Just as the Old Testament frequently did, Paul also links the use of material goods 
to the soul of an individual. Paul does matter of factly when he describes the giving by 
the Macedonians as grace that has been given to them by God (2 Cor 8:1). In linking 
generous giving for a collection to the personal and communal experience of the grace of 
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Jesus Christ Paul is unapologetically saying the material and spiritual are connected.
97
 
How one uses their material possessions is a reflection of where there soul is committed. 
Therefore, generous Christian giving is a sign of the gift of grace from God, which is 
enabled through the power of the Holy Spirit.
98
 
In teaching the Corinthian church that the kind of giving exemplified by the 
Macedonian churches is the grace of Jesus lived out in community, Paul is establishing a 
pattern of kingdom living. This pattern of kingdom living is characterized by a network 
of horizontal sharing among the New Testament churches as opposed to an exploitative 
vertical flow of resources that was typical of the Roman imperial system of living
99
. 
Horizontal sharing that Paul says should characterize kingdom living does not see 
possessions as mechanisms of power and personal security but as gifts that reveal the 
grace of God that is available to all. Used in this way, material possessions are for mutual 
sharing in a way that reinforce horizontal, rather than vertical, status structures and enact 
a manna economy where daily sustenance needs are met, hoarding becomes futile and a 
spirit of trust in God’s provision is central.100 
A last significant New Testament teaching that will be explored regarding wealth, 
possessions and power in the context of kingdom relationships is that of favoritism or 
partiality. In James 2:1-13 the author exhorts his readers to not show partiality or 
favoritism to people at the expense of others. An overly simplistic understanding of this 
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passage limits the primary teaching point to ‘do not judge people based on their 
appearance’. However, the example that the author provides, yielding seating positions 
based on these judgments, signals that there is more at stake than judging based on 
appearance. The example provided results in a deference to someone of high standing and 
a discrimination towards someone from wretched circumstances.
101
 A clear parallel is 
drawn between the yielding of seating positions based on appearance and unfairness and 
oppression in the courts. In the rabbinic judicial system it was normal for the litigants to 
stand and the judges to sit, but to allow one of the litigants to sit would have been an 
obvious show of partiality.
102
 The preferential treatment or deference based on 
appearance is made emphatic when the poor person is told to either stand to the side, on 
the margins, or told to sit at the feet of the speaker. All three possible seating positions in 
the synagogue, a seat in a good place, standing off to the side, or sitting at the feet of 
another, clearly reveal one’s social standing. 
 In these seven verses an antithesis is drawn between the poor and the rich. The 
author says the poor are worthy of honor, but are the victims of partiality. The rich whose 
actions disqualify them from being the beneficiaries of honor are the undeserving 
recipients of honor bestowed on them by Christians because of their social standing.
103
 
What is at stake is more than just judging based on appearance. The author is speaking 
against the brokering of power and status based on wealth, possessions and social status. 
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Not only is the author speaking out against the brokering of power, but he is 
reminding the church that they should be an alternative to the normative systems of social 
interaction. He does so with the comparative statement that the poor in the world have 
been chosen to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom (Jas 2:5). The rhetorical purpose 
of the first section James chapter two is to distance fellow synagogue members and 
present day believers from a status system based on wealth
104
 and into the system of 
God’s kingdom. The system of God’s kingdom in regards to status and power is 
connected to two ideas: loving your neighbor as yourself (Jas 2:8) and the showing mercy 
as one judged under the law of liberty (Jas 2:12). In the system of God’s kingdom, status 
and power do not mean elevating the poor over the rich, but loving your neighbor, both 
rich and poor, as yourself, and extending mercy and grace regardless of what a person’s 
status has to offer. 
 
Conclusion 
On the surface it can appear there are two distinct views towards wealth, 
possessions and power in the Bible. A cursory reading makes it seem as if the Old 
Testament teaches wealth, possessions and power are good and the New Testament says 
that they are bad. This is inaccurate and only a partial understanding of a biblical view of 
wealth, power and possessions in the Bible.  
In the Old Testament there is a thematic thread that runs throughout that states 
that wealth, power and possessions are good. They are good because they are a blessing 
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from God, when accumulated rightly, and that God desires to bless his people with them. 
The blessing of wealth, possessions and power happens when God’s people are faithful to 
him and obedient to his law.  
In the New Testament there is not an explicit theme that states that wealth, 
possessions and power are bad. However, faithfulness and obedience are no longer a 
guarantee of blessing of those things and it is even more strongly stated that wealth, 
possessions and power can actually inhibit faithfulness to God and be a stumbling block.   
Impartiality is also a theme that runs through both the Old and New Testaments in 
regards to wealth, possessions and power. The law on which God based his covenant with 
the nation of Israel is based on worship of a God who is not partial, to either rich or poor, 
and include laws that forbid partiality or preference given to those who have means and 
access to wealth, possessions and power. In the New Testament that theme continues. 
Jesus came for all people regardless of their location in the socio-economic spectrum. 
This is evident in his upbringing, the social standing of his followers and the people he 
served and ministered to. This theme is further fleshed out in the epistles and letters 
where both rich and poor were encouraged to be generous and that grace and mercy do 
not recognize status or social standing. 
A last cohesive theme that runs throughout scripture in regards to money, 
possessions and power is the idea that the people of God were to take care of those in 
need. In the Old Testament the law and the Mosaic covenant involved the principle of 
moral proximity: the people of Israel were obligated to care for those closest to them. 
This was done as a means of being faithful and obedient to God and upholding the 
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covenant. In the New Testament this same theme is present and evidently practiced in the 
gospel and the Church through alms-giving and taking care of the poor. However, in the 
New Testament it was not done as a way of upholding the covenant but as a way of 
showing an understanding and reception of the grace of Jesus. 
Wealth, possessions and power play significant roles in the lives of the followers 
of God. Ultimately, whether in the Old or New Testament, the Bible says that how they 
acquire and use these things is a reflection of the condition of the soul of the individual. 
They will either be our god or will reveal and point to our God. Money, possessions and 
power are a concrete ways of understanding whether a person is serious about making 
God increase and the self decrease (John 3:30). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 93 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
WHERE WANT TAKES ROOT: INTERNAL FACTORS 
 
In 1996 author John Krakauer wrote the book Into The Wild. The book was the 
story about Christopher Johnson McClandless who in 1990 disappeared from his affluent 
East Coast life and was found dead of starvation two years later in Alaska. The article 
struck a chord with the readers of Outside magazine, where the article first appeared, who 
sent more reader mail in regards to that one article than any other article in the 
magazine’s history. 
 What is so striking about Christopher Johnson McClandless and Krakauer’s 
recount of his last two years? Perhaps it was the adventure that McClandless engaged in 
throughout his odyssey, or the tenuous nature of his relationship with his father. 
Undoubtedly, it was also McClandless’ search for self, identity and meaning on his 
odyssey that captured the minds and imaginations of everyone who read Into The Wild 
and later saw the same movie when it was released in 2007. 
 Christopher Johnson McClandless’ search for self, identity and meaning 
was so strong that he abandoned his given name and affluent lifestyle and assumed the 
name Alexander Supertramp. He burned what money he had and sustained himself on 
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very little, all in the hope of finding his identity in complete and total independence. His 
freedom and independence were ultimately his undoing as he became stranded in the 
Alaskan wilderness, realizing too late that he wanted and needed relationships and 
community with others in order to understand who he was and to flourish. 
Chris McClandless’ search for identity occurred within the context of what is now 
commonly understood to be late adolescence, but his search for identity started much 
earlier in life. So common is this search that even scripture is replete with references to 
the search for identity. In Genesis 12, Abraham begins to find his identity apart from his 
father and home country. Exodus 3:11 has Moses asking the critical question, “Who am 
I….”  While Christ is being tempted in the desert, the devil taunts him by saying, “If you 
are the Son of God….” as if somehow denying his identity. Creating us in His own 
image, human kind has always been in search of identity, uniquely tied to the creator. 
The search for identity has never been easy, but some scholars believe the process 
has slowly been becoming even more difficult. The process has even been said to have 
gone through a quiet revolution.
1
 What would make someone like Chris McClandless 
leave his life behind, with all its advantages, affluence and resources to go in search of 
his identity? The answers to this question lie partly in the process of individuation that a 
young person goes through. Chapter four will begin to explore the process of 
individuation with an exploration of internal factors and how these factors are both 
shaped and move within the context of an ethos of consumption and materialism. 
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In 1904 G. Stanley Hall published what is generally considered the first 
documented research on the psycho-social development of adolescence in his book 
Adolescence. While this may have been the first piece of scholarly work on adolescence, 
it was not the first emergence of the phenomenon. In fact, adolescence may have emerged 
even before the idea of adulthood.   
 The concept of adulthood actually emerged from the latin word adolescent.
2
 The 
word adolescent is the present participle of the adolescere (to grow up, mature) and 
adolescere is the inceptive verb of adolere (to make grow) and the past participle of that 
word is adultus (grown). Webster’s Dictionary says the word adolescent was brought into 
English usage in the late 1400s, but the word adult was not used for another half-century. 
Following the American Revolution an emphasis on quality education for the 
young and the creation and implementation of child labor laws arose in American 
culture.
3
 This led to a gradual separation of young from old, which emphasized age, 
resulting in distinctive youth cultures. Eventually this lead to the advent and growth in 
popularity of the social sciences and their emphasis on life stages such as early 
childhood, adolescence and adulthood which Winthrop Jordan in his article Searching for 
Adulthood in America writes “were seen not merely as temporal stages but as 
descriptions of inner life and external behavior.”4   
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“Storm and stress” was how G. Stanley Hall characterized the maturation process 
of adolescents.
5
 Hall believed that all young people experience emotional and behavioral 
upheaval to some degree until they reach adulthood. While scholars today regard Hall’s 
assertion that storm and stress is an unavoidable part of adolescence as fallible, this is the 
primary concept which bore out the majority of scholarship centering on adolescence. 
 Crisis was the tipping point of Erik Erikson’s adolescent development theories. If 
an adolescent did not successfully construct their own personal identity they would face 
the crisis of role diffusion: not knowing who or what they were.
6
 While a crisis may 
occur if an adolescent does not successfully individuate, many scholars argue in 
opposition to Hall, that the adolescent individuation process is not one of storm and stress 
and is in fact no more stressful than any other psycho-social transition process that 
anyone goes through. Daniel and Judith Offer and Heinz Kohut are quoted in David 
Elkind’s Ties That Stress that the stresses an adolescent might experience during this 
process “constitute only the precipitating external circumstances”.7 Crisis or no crisis the 
individuation process of adolescents is their primary job during this time of life.   
Individuation, according to Erikson in Youth:Fidelity and Diversity, is the 
construction of “a sense of sameness, a unity of personality now felt by the individual and 
recognized by others as having consistence in time.”8 Osmer describes identity formation 
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as the “negotiation of self-definition and social definition” and Kegan defines it as 
moving from “I am my relationships” to “I have my relationships”.9 The process of 
individuation is of paramount importance because it will allow the individuated person to 
navigate successfully through a wide variety of differentiated institutions that they exist 
in and it helps create moral meaning in a post-conventional moral and religious world.
10
 
Jean Piaget postulated four primary stages that an individual must go through in 
the individuation process, starting in childhood. Throughout these stages, children and 
adolescents are not copying what they encounter, they are actively attempting to 
construct an existential reality.
11
 The four stages are: sensorimotor, intuitive or 
preoperational, concrete and the formal operations or abstract.   
The sensorimotor phase occurs between birth and the age of two years old. In this 
phase, the infant is focused on constructing a world of permanent objects and building 
trust through attachment to significant others.
12
 Construction of trust and understanding 
of permanent objects comes through experimentation and manipulation of those objects, 
through the direct and concrete interaction with the objects. This period of development 
is significant in that basic understandings of the environment are first formed and the 
child develops most of their most significant attachments and social interactions. 
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The next developmental stage is the pre-operational stage. This stage is 
predominantly marked by the acquisition of symbols and the ability to connect them to 
objects and relationships that are constructed in the preceding developmental years.
13
 In 
this stage, from ages two to six, children also display basic reasoning skills in connection 
with symbols and connect these symbols to experiences and emotions. For example, a 
child may connect may connect a blanket with safety and security because of the context 
in which it was given to her. This stage is significant in the development of an 
autonomous personhood. During these years, the foundation is laid for adolescents to 
connect material symbols with abstract concepts like power, status, popularity and 
security, understanding the self in relation to others and in connection to symbols and 
objects. Identity begins to be dependent on connection to and understanding of objects, 
how others perceive those objects and in relation to other individuals. 
The third stage, which occurs around age six or seven, is the concrete operational 
stage. In this stage significant cognitive growth is experienced. While in the previous 
stage children could begin to manipulate objects for a specific purpose, in the concrete 
operational stage a child can begin to manipulate symbols (objects which represent 
something else). For example, as a four year old a child would trace their finger through a 
wooden maze, a seven year old can mentally manipulate the maze by tracing a pattern 
through the maze visually.
14
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Children in this stage also experience significant growth socially. The ability to 
know and operate within cultural norms that govern social interactions is also learned.
15
 
When these rules are learned and practiced, the first steps are taken towards partial 
separation from parents or adult authority figures. The movement away from parents 
combined with the ability to understand and manipulate symbols lead a child to their first 
experiments utilizing material objects as tools for the construction of their identity in 
relation to their peers and for securing their place within the social hierarchy. 
The fourth stage is the formal operational period. This stage can begin at the age 
of eleven or twelve. At this point the adolescent moves from concrete descriptions of 
their social and behavioral experience to more abstract self-portraits that turn inwards 
towards private attributes that are largely invisible: thoughts and feelings, both real and 
theoretical.
16
 According to Susan Harter in At The Threshold, the adolescent can now 
begin to “integrate concrete descriptions of the self into a higher-order generalization” 
requiring a “complex integration of one’s behavior in relation to one’s own or society’s 
values.”17 Many scholars note at that this stage, the ability to conceptualize the self in 
new ways is both a blessing and a curse. Due to the complexity involved in the process of 
self-actualization and projection, the adolescent may develop inaccurate self-concepts. 
This can lead to an over-reliance on validation of the self from others and on symbols and 
material objects for the purpose of conceptualizing the self. 
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This stage is also critical for future development in that the move from concrete to 
abstract has significant implications for moral reasoning and making inherited values 
personal. Rules and guidelines, inherited from parents, that were once concrete and 
absolute now can appear relative or flexible depending on the situation. This occurs at a 
time when the child or adolescent begins to have more freedom and autonomy from the 
parent. Decisions are not only made based on what appears to be right or wrong in a 
given situation, but on how the decision will be received by peers, either affirmed or 
ridiculed. In this stage, the child and adolescent also begins to project their identity 
through a personal sense of taste and style, learning that symbols and objects can 
communicate who they believe they are to others. Like the decision making process they 
also begin to experience the affirmation or ridicule of these projections. In a culture 
dominated by an ethos of consumption, in the transition to this stage the child or early 
adolescent may learn that it is easier to acquire symbols or objects and put on an identity 
than to cultivate the identity within and project a cohesive representation to others. 
As children and adolescents begin to navigate these four stages, gaps between 
how they cognitively understand the world and how they experience it can appear. Piaget 
believed that when the gap grew the disequilibrium that occurred would force two 
responses: assimilation or accommodation.
18
  In his The Psychology of Intelligence Jean 
Piaget defined disequilibration as, “the state, tension or disturbance in which elements of 
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a person’s world no longer seem to fit the reality which he or she has created.”19  When 
the perceived world no longer fits the created reality, either the new information will be 
altered in order to fit the created reality in the process of assimilation or the created 
reality will be adjusted in order to successfully accommodate the new information.   
When dissonance between cognitive development and new information is 
experienced it can manifest itself behaviorally. A gap between knowledge and behavior 
can appear if an adolescent creates equilibrium cognitively but does not apply the new 
knowledge gained in the form of real or new behaviors in their lives.
20
 This type of 
behavior, existential experimentation, often manifests itself in adolescents as they attempt 
to apply their religious or moral beliefs in real world applications. The results of this 
struggle can be seen when an individual in the midst of this struggle says they are an 
honest person but admits to cheating on a test. The reality is that many ethical standards 
of adults in our culture only have a secondary relevance to adolescents.
21
 
The dissonance that can result from gaps between knowledge and experience can 
sometimes occur when there is a developmental imbalance in one of the three aspects of 
adolescent cognition. These three aspects include basic processing capacity, knowledge 
base, and cognitive self-regulation.
22
 In the first aspect of adolescent cognition, basic 
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processing capacity, the greatest leaps forward in development are experienced in late 
childhood and early adolescence when children and adolescents develop a greater 
capacity with which to perform cognitive functions. Practically speaking this manifests 
itself in an individual’s ability to allocate attention to a dual-task situation; a twelve year 
old shows significant improvement in this area over an eight year old but only lags 
marginally behind a twenty year old.
23
 
The second aspect of adolescent cognition that experiences significant growth, 
especially during the formal operational period, is the growth in the knowledge base. 
During this stage the adolescent’s ability to reason in specific contexts is directly 
correlated to their experience and familiarity with the content with which they are 
reasoning. In At The Threshold Daniel Keating writes, “across a wide range of content 
areas, from logical to mathematical topics, to moral reasoning, to interpersonal 
understanding, to social and political issues, to the nature of knowledge itself, there is 
substantial consistency in the ways in which adolescents, compared to children, respond 
to the problems posed to them.”24 This consistency is characterized by an ability to think 
abstractly as opposed to just concretely, multi-dimensionally as opposed to singular, 
relative instead of absolute conceptualizations and self-reflective and self-aware. 
However, the ability for adolescents to think well in these ways is typically confined to 
controlled situations with adequate time. Given that decisions regarding everyday matters 
are typically time-limited, dynamic and cognitively stressful with personal consequences, 
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an adolescent with a significant knowledge base may still experience difficulty 
cognitively processing complex daily issues and decisions. 
The third aspect of adolescent cognition that undergoes significant development, 
especially in middle adolescence and beyond, is cognitive self-regulation. This aspect is 
characterized by the ability to monitor their own cognitive activity for consistency, 
information gaps that need to be filled and for accuracy of implementation.
25
 Growth in 
this aspect of cognition is essential for adolescents in regards to the development and 
projection of identity and implementation of moral and spiritual maturation in daily life. 
When there is a gap between the knowledge an adolescent has and the experience 
they have acquired or are acquiring, not only can it cause dissonance between knowledge 
and behavior, it can make cognitive self-regulation more difficult. This conflict is what is 
at the heart of David Elkind’s book The Hurried Child which asserts that children and 
teenagers are growing up too fast too soon and acquiring experience before acquiring the 
knowledge that should accompany it. The result can be a representation of one’s identity 
that does not match up with own self perception.  
The acquisition of a knowledge base and the opportunity to put that knowledge 
into practice in controlled environments that do not involve too much self risk are a 
critical part of identity formation for the early and mid-adolescent. This existential 
activity helps connect values and morals, that when learned appear to be concrete and in 
adolescence become more abstract in fluid, dynamic and relative situations. This process 
can help minimize the risk of both a premature identity foreclosure, making a high degree 
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of identity commitment with a low degree of identity exploration, and a premature 
moratorium, a low degree of identity commitment in the midst of a high degree of 
identity exploration.
26
 In a late modern culture that is predicated on consumption, 
materialism and manipulation of material symbols for identity formation and projection, 
identity moratorium and identity diffusion seem to be formation processes that are 
extremely common because long term commitments are difficult in light of trends that 
change regularly. The diffusion stance may be socially adaptive as a conformity strategy 
in the same way that default individualization is not entirely beneficial for the individual 
or the society (although it may be for the market economy).
27
 An environment that 
nurtures identity commitment based on a balance of knowledge and experience, not 
simply in reaction to crisis, is central to healthy identity formation and commitment. 
 Existential activity in religious and moral development is pervasive in the five 
dimensions that span adolescence.
28
 For the creation of spiritual or moral identity to 
occur, an adolescent must engage in 1) the experiential dimension, related to religious or 
moral feelings; 2) the intellectual dimension, connected to knowledge or cognitive 
understanding; 3) the ideological dimensions, the creation of beliefs stemming from 
cognitive understanding; 4) the ritual dimension, religious or moral behavior as 
determined by ideology; and 5) the outcome dimension, the effects of understood religion 
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or morality on the daily life of an adolescent. An imbalance in any one of these five 
dimensions can serve to create an imbalance in spiritual or moral identity. 
From what is known about adolescent development, it would appear that all of the 
previously mentioned dimensions occur throughout adolescence to varying degrees. The 
experiential dimension occurs as middle adolescence begins, as the adolescent begins to 
separate from the parent, and continues into late adolescence. The intellectual dimension 
occurs during middle adolescence as abstract thought begins to develop and continues 
with more intentionality as the ability to process abstractly grows stronger. The 
ideological dimension occurs late in middle adolescence as the teen understands that 
actions stem from beliefs and occurs with more regularity into late adolescence or 
emerging adulthood and could be argued continues throughout adulthood. The ritual 
dimension occurs at the latter end of middle adolescence in small forms and takes a more 
central role in late adolescence and emerging adulthood. The ritual dimension is one 
dimension that will continue all throughout life as it correlates to the deepening of faith: 
the more faith is deepened, the more ritual behavior reflects that depth. The outcome 
dimension, like the ritual dimension, begins in the latter part of middle adolescence and 
occurs with regularity during late adolescence and emerging adulthood. 
Without a doubt, this small review of child and adolescent psycho-social 
development shows that the initial stages of development are significant and complex. As 
the individual begins to develop some autonomy, their ability to interact with and 
manipulate objects, symbols and their environment towards the goal of understanding 
their identity and projecting it to others is key to their development. This ability is critical 
 106 
 
given that late-modern culture is permeated by symbols and objects, which through 
association have identity implications, at a level that is unprecedented in comparison to 
any other time in human history. Yet, while this mental and cognitive ability is critical, 
whether an individual flourishes in their identity development or experiences significant 
road blocks is also dependent on external forces or the environment in which their 
identity development and projection occurs.  
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CHAPTER 5 
WHERE WANT TAKES ROOT: EXTERNAL FACTORS 
 
In the previous chapter, internal factors in the psychological aspect of identity 
formation of children and adolescents were reviewed. In this chapter the external factors, 
social and environmental influences, will be considered. During this review it will be 
important to remember that while environmental influences affect behavior and 
development, they are at their core interpersonal processes that involve reinforcement, 
modeling, identification and social learning.
1
  
The individuation process of an adolescent and the ascendance to maturity is 
becoming more difficult due to the rapid change in the environment in which adolescents 
must operate. According to Anthony Giddens in Modernity and Self-Identity “the modern 
world is a ‘runaway world’: not only is the pace of social change much faster than in any 
prior system, so also is its scope, and the profoundness with which it affects pre-existing 
social practices and modes of behavior.”2 
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This runaway world has caused globalization to have a significant influence on 
the development of identity in adolescents.
3
 Profound social changes have caused a 
destructuring of forms of traditional culture and have caused a decline, blurring or erasing 
of traditional social markers of development and maturity.
4
 The rate of change in the 
global community and the extent of its reach, despite the deconstruction of traditional 
markers, means that no one has the choice to opt out. In the pre-modern era because of 
the slower rate of change and localized communities, some individuals could live their 
lives based on just their limited local knowledge and even master their culture because of 
the limited number of complex systems surrounding them.
5
 However, in late-modern 
culture, this is impossible. The effects of globalization are so far reaching and the 
complex systems at work are so diverse and extensive that very few individuals can 
become experts. The abstract systems also pose challenges to individuals in that the 
ramifications or consequences of an individual’s contributions to the systems cannot 
often be perceived beyond their local application,
6
 creating a sense of experimentation 
and reflexivity, especially in the process of creating identity and meaning for oneself. 
Due to the complexity of culture and its rate of rapid change, late modern culture 
can be characterized as a risk society.
7
 Society is fraught with new dangers and 
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challenges, with positive and negative outcomes causing trust mechanisms to be changed 
or unstable.  This creates a lifestyle of reaction to the environment and makes the creation 
of self a reflexive project.
8
 The reflexive approach to creating identity is an attempt to 
maintain a self-understood level of normalcy in one’s life. Scholars refer to this as 
Umwelt.
9
 Umwelt then becomes a safety tool in what is perceived to be an unsafe world 
that will notify the group or individual of heightened risk and a breach of trust 
mechanisms so that a coherent reflection of the self can be maintained.   
Given the changing nature of culture and society, there are a number of significant 
ways in which adolescents attempt to navigate the individuation process with the aid and 
influence of external forces. Formative influences on the identity formation of an 
adolescent are parents or significant adults present in the life of the individual. Early in 
the individuation process, children and early adolescents begin to understand that they are 
connected to larger communities of people through their parents and other adults. 
Through these relationships elements of identity, particularly, religious and moral 
identity, can be inherited. In Adolescent Identity Formation,  H.D. Grotevant calls inherited 
religious identity “assigned identity”.10 Research reveals a strong congruence between 
parents and adolescents in regards to political, moral and religious values; so much so 
that often peer groups have little negative impact on these values and in fact reinforce 
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parental values.
11
 Assigned identity, from parents or other significant adults, provides a 
significant part of the foundation on which early identity formation rests. 
Foundational identity formation can occur through the observation of modeled 
behavior by parents, for positive or negative results. In regards to the development of 
religious and moral identity, parents can be an anchor for spiritual beliefs and the 
behavior that is the result.
12
 However, parents can easily and unintentionally remove their 
ability to be anchors as well. Family tension has been cited as a significant detriment to 
the transmission of parental religious and moral values and parental marriage stability has 
a direct correlation with the transmission of these values.
13
 When parents divorce it has a 
profound impact on the religious identity formation of adolescents.  In Emerging 
Adulthood Jeffery Jensen Arnett writes that adolescents who experience divorce can 
develop a “certain protective shallowness, a fear of binding commitments, a willingness 
to pull up roots whenever the need arises, a dislike of depending on anyone, an incapacity 
for loyalty and gratitude.”14 Logistically, the adolescent may face two homes and two 
communities, confusing their understanding of community and their tenuous sense of 
identity. Spiritually and morally, the adolescent is likely to face two un-unified and 
sometimes conflicting messages about spiritual and moral values, and question all 
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messages from the parents due to a lack of trust through the highest form of 
abandonment, divorce.  
The importance of modeled behavior for adolescents in the individuation process 
is considered even more critical in regards to identity and religious or moral development 
with the “cultural broadening theory” or “localism theory”. This theory is based on 
significant conversations with others and plausibility structures.
15
 Localism theory states 
that in a rapidly changing and pluralistic society the maintenance of self and personal 
beliefs must be supported and nurtured by a community of people with like beliefs.   
While significant others or adults can have a deep impact on identity and religious 
or moral identity formation, parents have significant impact on identity formation in 
general. Early in adolescence the parent figures are elevated in importance with a sense 
of awe, where they are the core point of influence. The importance of the parent can be 
understood through Firet’s concept of an “original system”.16 The system is the human 
being with a coherent set of potentialities which are realized through the individual being 
in constant interaction with her world. This constant interaction or dialogue causes her to 
be constantly interpreting all the influences that are impacting her. This act of 
interpretation by the person Firet calls Auseinandersetzung,
17
 which is the act of 
interpretation or exegesis and explanation of the individual as text or narrative. The 
individuals who can have the most impact in giving an early adolescent the tools to 
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interpret these influences, especially once the individual engages in the natural process of 
separating oneself from the parents to engage in serious individuation, are the her parents. 
These interpretive tools and guides (adults) are critical in a society that is 
permeated by narratives and meta-narratives. Perhaps one of the most dominant culturally 
and global meta-narratives is that of consumption and that readymade narratives can be 
taken on as identity with little interpretive work. This narrative of compulsive image 
consumption meets the cultural requirement of conformity during adolescence while 
providing instant gratification in connection to enhancing one’s physical and experiential 
self based on the valuation of others.
18
 When cultural change happens at such a rapid 
pace and interpretive guides are in short supply, the reflexive action of adoption and 
implementation of cultural narratives as identity with little critical reflection and 
interpretation is often the only choice that remains for many adolescents.  
Peers and specifically peer influence are another significant environmental or 
external influence on the individuation process of an adolescent.  However, researchers 
delineate between peer influence and peer pressure, the later being more of a forceful 
influence that most adolescents deny occurring.
19
 Peer influence is at the core of what is 
called “social identity theory” which asserts that a sameness or homogeneity of behavior 
will develop in groups as the members of the group modify their behavior to match the 
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norms that are at the center of the social identity of the group.
20
  The result is uniformity 
occurs with belonging, beginning in early adolescence, continues through most stages of 
adolescence and it could be argued that it continues in subtle forms into adulthood. 
Social identity theory undergirds what Posterski identifys as peer clustering.
21
 
Within clusters there is a sense of intimacy and safety that is gained through similar self-
concept. In his book On Adolescence Peter Blos calls this “uniformism” and states that “it 
is a group phenomenon which protects the individual within the group against anxiety, 
from any quarter.”22 With this sense of belonging and protection come defense 
mechanisms: group identification, denial of outside forces and isolation from others.
23
 
The defense mechanisms clusters provide guard the adolescent from abandonment 
and loneliness. Parents and significant adults have ceased to fulfill the deepest longings 
of adolescents.
24
 Patricia Hersch writes in A Tribe Apart that “adolescents no longer live 
in a protected sphere. They go online for current events, follow the events of the world 
via social media.  The woes of the world belong to them too.”25 
Clustering comes with a price however. Because of pervasive abandonment 
adolescents attempt their own individuation in a group that has its primary message 
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“protect me and be like me”. The risk is that they engage in the individuation process 
with others who are not authentically interested in the personal welfare of the other.
26
 The 
net result can be that individual differences and emotional readiness are ignored in a rush 
towards self-assertion and equalization leading to a false sense of maturity. Peter Blos 
writes in On Adolescence that this “precocious standardized behavior short circuits 
differentiation and individuality and thus prepares the ground for problems of identity.”27 
Adolescents engage in the act of selective association when choosing a peer group 
or cluster.  They may be drawn to people who are similar or share characteristics such as 
age, gender, social class, personality and individual interests.
28
  Cluster forming does not 
usually happen until middle adolescence or sometimes in the sophomore year in high 
school
29
, primarily because the identification of those who share similarities requires 
some cognitive understanding of one’s own identity, a recognition that can only occur 
after a certain amount of time has passed in the individuation process. 
 Once in clusters, an adolescent does not undergo a process where they conform 
completely to the expectation of the group. Clusters, or peer groupings, are usually 
chosen on the basis of similar self concept, but not necessarily based on shared values.
30
 
Social comparison among peers may cause an adolescent in a peer cluster to adjust their 
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beliefs in order to preserve a consistent self-concept.
31
 Pressure to conform to group 
standards however, would be a violation of the concept of mutual respect at the heart of a 
peer cluster’s view of friendship.32 The pressure to conform to others in the peer group is 
somewhat diluted when adolescents are members of multiple clusters.
33
 
 The perceived give and take that occurs within a peer group can best be 
exemplified in a model below.
34
 The model was created through a study done by Jeffrey 
Jensen Arnett in the journal Health Education and Behavior to illustrate the effects of 
peer influence/pressure within a cluster context in regards to the smoking, but the model 
is applicable in regards to most behavioral choices. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: A model in the role of peers in smoking initiation. 
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The arrow from SES (social economic standard), ethnicity and gender travels only one 
direction because these are factors that cannot be influenced by others. All other arrows 
go both ways, indicating an influence and impact in both directions. Arnett believes this 
to be the most important feature of the graph and how cluster groupings affect behavior 
modification. None of the peer context variables can influence adolescents to (x activity) 
unless they place themselves, through friendship selection, in a peer context with 
adolescents who (x activity) or who are at risk for (x activity).
35
 The implication is 
obvious: peers wield a significant amount of power in the life of an adolescent. 
There are numerous theories and components of the development of ego identity.  
In Religious Education Shagra Fisherman identified seven dimensions that involve a 
multi-dimensional and continuous approach to ego-idenity,
36
 most of which can be 
developed to varying degrees in the context of a cluster. The dimensions are: 
“Commitment and purposefulness” involve the individual’s vocational and ideological 
commitment. “Solidarity and continuity” is the sense of stability and inner equilibrium. 
“Social recognition” is the perceived value of the self within society. “Meaningfulness 
versus alienation” is the perceiving life as having meaning in regards to involvement, 
interest and belonging or the lack of these feelings. “Physical identity” is the individual’s 
perception of how they look and their acceptance of their physical appearance. 
“Genuineness and truthfulness” is an individual’s understanding of if they are presenting 
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their understanding of the real them or a fictitious version of their self. “Self-control” is 
their ability to maintain control even in the face of stress and temptations. 
In mid-adolescent, within the context of a peer cluster, a number of the previously 
mentioned dimensions are developed in a significant manner. These developments have a 
dramatic affect on ego identity, the adolescent’s spiritual development and choices later 
in their development. Of the seven, “solidarity and continuity”, “social recognition”, 
“meaningfulness versus alienation” and “physical identity” begin to develop in 
significant ways in mid-adolescence and especially in the context of a peer cluster. 
“Commitment and purposefulness” will not develop generally until later in adolescence 
and may experience significant growth once engaging in the spiritual maturation process. 
“Genuineness and truthfulness” requires a higher level of abstract thinking than an early 
adolescent is capable of. “Self-control” will also begin to develop later in adolescence 
and may experience significant development as spiritual maturation begins to develop. 
 “Genuineness and truthfulness” is a significant comprehension for a developing 
adolescent to achieve. One must understand that they are not being authentic and are 
being a poseur. This most likely will begin to develop nearer the end of high school.  
Chap Clark calls this concept “candling”37. Candling is how the adolescent presents him 
or herself to people in different ways to maintain a sense of safety and satisfaction. 
“Candling” is shining a light and revealing an aspect of oneself to others. In late 
adolescence, the candle will burn brighter in some ways to some people, with the 
individual having the cognitive ability to selectively allow the candle to shine brighter to 
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some and more dimly to others. Another term for this process is “role distancing”.38 This 
is the act of assuming a role in different social spheres; playing the role of athlete, 
student, son or daughter, employee, Christian, etc, but not identifying oneself with any of 
the actual roles. 
Social learning theory or observational learning theory emphasizes the 
adolescent’s observance of other’s actions and behavior instead of their identity as a 
model for development.
39
 The influence is not in a singular motion however and is 
consistent with Arnett’s new model of Friendship Group Selection40 which has the 
influence traveling in both directions. Albert Bandura, in Social Learning Theory, 
suggests that people are neither powerless objects controlled by the environment nor the 
free agents they believe themselves to be, but “both people and their environments are 
reciprocal determinants of each other.
41
   
Social learning theory has important implications for identity development and 
religious development in early and late adolescence. During middle adolescence peer 
influence is likely to be at its highest level and learned behavior from observation may 
seem to be almost exclusively connected to peers. However, during early and late 
adolescence, an adolescent may be more open to influence from adults. 
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The developmental period commonly understood as mid-adolescence is marked 
by a significant shift in orientation in regards to peer relations. During this period 
adolescents seek to spend more time with their peers, adolescent peer groups begin to 
function more autonomously, distance from adults grows while the distance to peers of 
the opposite sex shrinks and peer interactions broaden to include large groups and not just 
those whom the adolescent has the closest peer relationships. There are numerous reasons 
for these changes, most of which have already been outlined. These changes in social 
orientation are caused by an intentional and conscious quest for identity, ongoing 
biological changes, social-cognitive development and socio-structural changes.
42
 
As an adolescent develops and becomes independent from her parents there is a 
heightened emphasis on existential sensation seeking.”43 This sensation seeking is 
characterized by the need for novel and intense sensations to be experienced as part of 
individuation process. Exploration of sexual identity as mentioned above is one such 
expression of sensation seeking. Sensation seeking typically becomes elevated during 
mid-adolescence and beyond. It is typically associated with risky behavior and is not new 
behavior as seen in the following quote from Hall’s seminal work Adolescence written in 
1904: “Youth must have excitement, and if this be not at hand in the form of moral and 
intellectual enthusiasms, it is more prone…to be sought for in sex or in drink”.44 
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The pre-eminence of the notion that adolescents are to be agents of their own 
destinies is a blessing and a curse. It is a blessing because people have the freedom to 
discover who they were created to be. It is a curse because this journey to discovery of 
the self is to be completed with minimal collective support,
45
 which can accentuate the 
abandonment that adolescents experience. This undirected journey in search of self 
causes many adolescents to forego the difficult work of developmental individualization, 
which requires significant self-discipline, in favor of simply presenting themselves as 
individuals through a process of creating social capital for themselves through the 
adoption of individuality merit badges.
46
  This simplified mode of individuation may lead 
to lower modes of functioning or stagnation,
47
 resulting in the pleasure principle: the 
desire to avoid pain and seek pleasure throughout the individuation process.
48
 
A last external influence on the individuation process of adolescents, that has also 
rapidly impacted the conventional understanding of community, is technology and 
specifically social networking applications. Social networking applications have the 
ability to connect people across space and time, are used for communication, 
collaboration, information sharing and dissemination and social organization and the 
construction of relationships.
49
 On a macro level social networking applications can 
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shape the way people interact and shape how society is organized.
50
 This makes them an 
external force on the individuation process of adolescents that is worth considering. 
Adolescents whole heartedly embrace the digital culture that people now are 
immersed in. Their immersion is so pervasive that teenagers have been called screenagers 
because of their belief that images on screens are not just for passive consumption but 
can and should be used to manipulate and project your identity onto and through; the 
screen was a place to work out the story of your life as it unfolds.
51
 
If identity projection and cultivation are the work of a teenager then social 
network applications allow teenagers to always work. Constant feedback from status 
updates instantly sent to all friends require regular attention. Even when a teenager is not 
physically at a screen where they can utilize a social network application their profile, or 
projected cultivated identity, is viewable to the other. This gives the teen user significant 
time space control over their identity. Cell phones, devices owned by 87% of 14-17 year 
olds,
52
 make constant access to social network applications a reality. This constant access 
and feedback makes it so that, in the spirit of Marshall McLuhan, the cell phone is seen 
by Lee Raine in Networked as extension of the self, or as “a wireless skin overlaid on the 
practices of our lives, so that we are in ourselves and in our networks at the same time.”53 
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With the prevalence of social media and on demand access via cell phones, adolescents 
are ‘always on’ and viewable in their identity construction and projections. 
In addition to always being on in their identity construction and projection, social 
networking affected the nature of individuation of the adolescence by increasing the 
accessibility to the identity of an adolescent. Prior to social networking, if an adolescent 
put together a new look they would wait until school the next day to show it to their 
peers. In the age of social networking, a selfie in the dressing room at the store prior to 
the purchase and the acquisition of the new look makes the identity projection immediate. 
Social networking makes the identity construction and projection of the adolescent 
instantly available.
54
 The availability of the identity is also expanded to a wider audience. 
Social networking applications make the self available to audiences in physical realms 
the self is not available to. Celebrity and connectivity are the contemporary ways an 
adolescent understands they can be known, if not by millions through a viral Youtube 
video then by hundreds on any other social networking application.
55
 The number of 
contacts, or friends an individual has and the number of interactions that are participated 
in are ways to quantify status and prestige and become social currency or social capital.
56
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This requires an adolescent to carefully manage their social media presence. Private 
online interactions between two people are believed to be pointless because they are not 
observable to others and therefore do nothing for one’s image.57 A social media profile 
and presence are key ways of making the self-known, to the degree that if you are not 
online, if you do not have a social media presence, you don’t exist.58 Ultimately, while an 
individual may be known to more people, they are less well known to others. 
Not only is one’s social media presence and profile a way of making the self 
known to others, it is a new way of experimenting and exploring one’s perceived and 
self-created identity. Connectivity through social networking applications provide 
adolescents new avenues and virtual locations or networks through which to explore, 
manipulate, create and project their identity in the moratorium phase of development.
59
 In 
this developmental stage commitments are vaguely defined and options are being 
explored, sometimes as the result of crisis and other times because of new experiences 
and opportunities. The internet and social network applications are new spaces and 
frontiers where this identity exploration can happen with instant feedback and results. 
There are consequences however to using the internet and social networking 
applications as a space to work out one’s identity. Where adolescence was a time period 
that was regarded as free space to explore and experiment with little long term 
consequences, this is not the case anymore. Prior generations could chalk up adolescent 
mistakes to youthful indiscretion and they would be forgotten, but today adolescents are 
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finding out that their missteps and awkward gestures towards a complete identity are 
frozen in time in a computer’s memory banks and that the words delete and erase are 
metaphorical: the internet never forgets.
60
 For adolescents who have yet to develop the 
ability to understand the long term consequences of their immediate actions this can be 
problematic when admissions counselors, prospective employers or military recruiters 
review their social media presence and use what they see there as reference material.
61
 
Because the Internet and social networking applications provide instant feedback 
from peers and only gives snapshot representations of a person, it is a forum that provides 
incomplete or inaccurate identity representations. This is in part because social media 
applications enhance the focus on the other-directed self, which sociologist David 
Riesman noted has become over-emphasized since the mid-1950s at the expense of the 
inner-directed self.
62
 Focusing on other-directed feedback in identity construction creates 
a mediated experience further making self-identity a reflexively organized endeavor 
making lifestyle, possessions and material goods, even more important.
63
 The result is 
that, if the complete identity is fluid, many-sided and has multiple facets,
64
 then an 
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identity which emphasizes other-directed feedback, through social networking 
applications, will provide only glimpses of aspects of an individual’s identity. 
The emphasis of other-directed feedback through the use of social networking 
applications for identity construction also has a tendency to foster greater narcissism in 
adolescents. While the feedback is from others, it is all about the receiver of the feedback. 
When one of the primary mediums through which an adolescent receives feedback on 
their identity occurs in this way the universe can be viewed as the ‘you-niverse’ and the 
adolescent and their sense of self is de-linked in any real way from others except for 
feedback.
65
 Another word for narcissism is personalization and new internet technology 
personalizes culture in a way so that it can be tailored to reflect the individual self rather 
than the world the individual lives in.
66
 The internet and social networking applications 
can have the tendency to make adolescents other-focused only in the sense of the 
feedback they receive, causing them to ignore the fact that a core component of their 
identity is determined and enhanced by their belonging and relationships with others. 
With the advent of twenty-four hour on demand accessibility to the internet and 
social networking applications via mobile devices, the family has the potential of losing 
more time and influence to the peer group and others. While in school the peer group was 
a primary means of being known and while at home the family was. As mobile devices 
make social networking applications a more pervasive part of our hourly routine, Rich 
Ling in Control, Emancipation and Status says this serves to enhance an adolescent’s 
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social interaction with their peer group to a non-stop level and “detracts from co-located 
interaction with the family” and dilutes coalescing of ritual solidarity.67 Mobile devices 
bring social network applications into the home, to the dinner table and into the bedroom 
making it so that while an adolescent is physically present with their family they may be 
emotionally and relationally absent, diminishing the ability of the adolescent to be known 
to and by their family. An over-reliance on technology and social network applications 
for identity construction and projection can make it so that the individual is the primary 
unit of communication and identity is no longer achieved it is received via technology. In 
this new age of technology sending, tweeting, updating and posting implies being.
68
 
The internet and social networking applications have the ability to alter an 
adolescent’s developmental trajectory because they alter the understanding and value of 
presence and community. The internet was never conceived as an interpersonal medium, 
it was created by the United States government as a defense against an attack on the 
national communications system.
69
 But nearly forty years after it was invented, public 
places like coffee shops, libraries, parks are becoming private spaces or places of social 
collection. While people are proximately close to each other, they are relationally 
elsewhere as they glance at their mobile devices. In a consumerist culture, more and more 
people are settling for incidental connection and instantaneous connection for deep 
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intimacy.
70
 Sherry Turkle writes in Alone Together that “adolescents have always 
balanced connection and disconnection; we need to acknowledge the familiarity of our 
needs and the novelty of our circumstances. The Internet is more than old wine in new 
bottles; now we can always be elsewhere.”71 Social networking applications are next in a 
long line of ever novel goods that are being utilized to project a genuine development of 
the self placing a priority on appearance over essence.
72
 The appearance of having 
relationships, through ongoing, immediate, frequent easy connection is easier to facilitate 
and manage than deep, ritual connection. The result however, is that adolescents reduce 
their ability to cultivate their identity in community and in relationship with others and 
are forced to cultivate their identity in connection with others; rather than being known 
by others, others simply know things about them. 
The internet and social networking applications do have the ability to enhance an 
adolescent’s individuation process however. Social networking applications have the 
ability to connect adolescent’s to a greater number of people even at a minimal level. 
Network theory says that the strength of a network is dependent on the number of links; a 
strong network is made of many weak links and is stronger than a network based on a 
small number of strong links.
73
 Social networking applications can be effective in helping 
increase the number of weak link relationships an adolescent has and particularly with 
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those who are from a different background or demographic than the adolescent that they 
do not come in regular physical contact with. These weak link relationships can have 
significant value and enhance the strong link relationships that the adolescent also has 
and provide much needed relational stability in the individuation process. 
In conclusion, three significant external influences on the individuation process of 
the adolescent were identified in this chapter. There are numerous other external forces 
that could have been identified, such as youth culture, divorce and education or school 
environments, yet the forces dealt with in this chapter appear to be the most pervasive at 
this time and have the capacity to remain so for years to come.  
Parents have the most external influence on an adolescent in their journey to 
understanding who they are and who they have been created to be. While the adolescent 
may not consistently verbalize or show through their actions that their parents are their 
most significant influence for individuation, research reveals that they are. When pressed, 
the adolescent will also admit that they look to their parents before they look to anyone 
else for direction.  
Peers have been near the top of the list of external influences in the life of the 
adolescent since the turn of the twentieth century and since education was formalized and 
made mandatory for all children under the age of eighteen. The stratification of peer 
groups and youth culture has changed significantly in the last fifty years, going from a 
singular uniform social hierarchy to a fragmented and diverse social structure that is 
organized around peer clusters. Even so, the fact remains that peers remain a significant 
external force in the lives of adolescents.  
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For the past half century, technology has been something that adolescents have 
been drawn to. Historically, new technological gadgets were mediums by which music 
and other forms of youth culture could be utilized and accessed. It is only recently that 
technology and gadgets have become mediums through which relationships are 
facilitated. If McLuhan’s assertion that the medium is the message is true, then 
technology, in the form of mobile devices and social networking applications have the 
capacity to significantly reshape the building, maintenance and nature of relationships 
that adolescents engage in. This makes technology and social networking applications a 
significant external force in the individuation process of adolescents for years to come. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONSUMPTION, MATERIALISM, IDENTITY FORMATION AND MAKING 
MEANING 
 
 
 
In the last fifty years there has been significant and pervasive change in the 
nature, growth and scope of capitalism, the shape of a consumptive and materialistic 
culture and in the developmental trajectory of adolescents. It is difficult with to say with 
certainty that the changes in adolescent development have been caused by the rise of a 
consumptive culture, but it is difficult to say that adolescent development is immune to 
its effects. In this chapter, conclusions will be drawn in regards to how an ethos of 
consumption has affected the psycho-social developmental process of adolescents and the 
spiritual formation of adolescents. 
It was once thought that parents and caring adults could shield children from the 
messages of those who do not have the best interest of children and adolescents in mind. 
This is no longer true. Messages attempting to influence the thoughts, decision making 
patterns and desires of children and adolescents are everywhere. Advertisements 
specifically tailored to each individual search engine user make is so that the internet 
could be more aptly named the ‘advertising super highway’ as opposed to the 
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‘information super highway’ as it was once known. Adolescents consume forty hours a 
week of media, all of which is filled with advertising that has been specifically designed 
by corporations, with the help of psychologists, to target children and adolescents.
1
 As a 
result, adolescents are being bombarded by messages of want, need, and consumption all 
tied to their emerging identity. As David Elkind writes in The Hurried Child, “the 
combination of ubiquitous media and virtually unrestricted marketing practices make 
obsolete the conventional wisdom – promoted by the industry – that parents can protect 
their children from commercial culture.”2  
The messages are everywhere and everyone is receiving the same messages. This 
has the strange effect of homogenizing social classes, ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
and age differences: the human experience and individualization has been paradoxically 
standardized.
3
 This is possible because the electronic circuitry of new technologies has 
given humans a mastery over ‘time’ and ‘space’ like never before and confronts people 
instantly and continuously with the issues that are important to all people.
4
 Even the 
internet, with the ability to personalize each advertising message to each individual and 
its ease of use and instant accessibility, causes the ‘individualized’ user to become 
institutionally dependent, allowing the public sphere to penetrate the private one.
5
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Standardization of the human experience through advertising an ethos of 
consumption cause a severing of ties from traditional support systems. Rather than 
looking to the family, groups within the local community, or the local church for 
direction in cultivation of identity, the adolescent is more likely to look elsewhere. 
Secondary agencies and institutions then have the ability to control the biography of the 
adolescent, feeding them a diet of pre-determined markers consisting of fashion, social 
policies, and economic cycles for the cultivation of their individual identity.
6
 In 
Modernity and Self-Identity Anthony Giddens writes, “to a greater or lesser degree, the 
project of the self becomes translated into one of the possession of desired goods and the 
pursuit of artificially framed styles of life…the consumption of ever-novel good becomes 
in some part a substitute for the genuine development of self.”7 The failure of the family 
and supportive systems to provide a robust narrative that can interpret the standardizing 
messages of identity fed to adolescents causes adolescents to rely on what is new and 
novel as a substitute for the belonging that they desire from those closest to them. 
Without a robust biblically informed narrative to use as a frame for the narrative 
of identity through consumption, identity becomes a public relations endeavor. This 
causes an over-reliance on impression management as identity cultivation and projection: 
a management of responses through the altering of demeanors and appearances.
8
 These 
alterations in a well-adjusted person do not automatically fragment the identity, but in an 
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early to mid-adolescent this is a real risk. At this developmental stage, reliance on 
consumption and impression management can cause the identity project of an adolescent 
to be a solely reflexive project: a reaction to the world around them with no influence 
from an interior understanding of who they were created to be. 
How are secondary institutions outside of the traditional support systems, or trust 
network, of an adolescent able to convince them that their messages are worth listening 
to? Marketers have an acute understanding of the adolescent and the world of opportunity 
they see ahead of them. They craft metaphors and images that distort reality, sway 
people’s minds and hearts and capture imaginations.9 Consumption of the right product 
makes anything, any identity possible. However, without an adequate narrative to 
translate and with minimal experience, the adolescent is often unable to realize that what 
is being offered to them is neither bread nor stones, but Twinkies.
10
 This inability to 
recognize the marketers, their messages and their offerings for what they truly are is 
compounded in difficulty when so many adults also fall into the same trap. 
The capturing of the imagination by marketers and the belief that identity comes 
through consumption can have slow and gradual effects on the adolescent. As the 
imagination is captured it is also slowly tamed. Its ability to conceive of alternatives 
becomes more limited. Taming the imagination can stunt growth in the interior life, 
leading to limited understandings of the world, paradigms, and an individual’s identity 
and place within that paradigm. This will be discussed further later in the chapter. 
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A limited imagination and stunted interior life can also lead to a false view of the 
nature of identity. When identity is understood as something that can be constructed from 
the outside with products that are consumed, identity can be perceived as a commodity. 
This belief, which happens more easily when separation from traditional structural 
supports such as family, community and church occurs, further exacerbates separation 
from these support structures. Distance from traditional support structures risks closing 
off the adolescent from the belief that identity is something that is cultivated in a 
participatory fashion in those contexts and then infused with personal meaning. 
The belief that an identity is a commodity, to be acquired and put on with the aid 
of material objects, is accentuated through the constant change in the markets. Because 
adolescents themselves are viewed as commodities by marketers and corporations, 
because of their purchasing power, planned obsolescence is a profit strategy of marketers. 
But it also has significant impact on identity formation. As trends come and go, which 
requires the acquisition of new material objects and symbols to stay up to speed, self-
identity and esteem can become unsettled and reinforce the need for reflexive behavior. 
Brian Mahan in Awakening Youth Discipleship says the result is an “overheated, protean 
and unstable culture in which identity is threatened and community fragmented. Market 
economy, in addition to replacing oppressive master narratives, also decimates those 
traditions that promote faith, relationship, trust and the common good.”11 The constant 
change that is desired, planned and facilitated by the markets can cause a perpetual 
dissatisfaction in adolescents in regards to their identity. 
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The constant necessary change that comes with the commodification of identity 
also has the intended result of emphasizing what the individual lacks. The individual 
must always be in search for the next thing that will bring them one step closer to 
achieving a satisfactory identity state. Combine this idea with the adult view of 
adolescence merely being a period of transition towards a sense of completeness and 
there is a danger of undervaluing or under-appreciating the current state of the adolescent. 
This sentiment, which emphasizes what the adolescent lacks in identity, what they are not 
and what they could be, has the added capability of accentuating the belief that identity 
can be completed with more, more symbols, material objects, or experiences. While 
incompleteness is the character of the human condition adolescents should not solely be 
defined by what they lack, but rather who they currently are.
12
 
Prior to this commodification of identity, identity was infused and understood in 
the context of community. Over a half century ago, Erik Erikson theorized that identity 
was first understood in the context of community through being a part of a larger 
community. As youth culture became a more strategic market to be targeted and as 
adolescent social culture became more segmented from the wider culture, group identity 
slowly became less defined by parents, the local community and the church and more 
defined by culture marketers and peer groups.  
Historically group identity provided the adolescent with significant social capital 
with which to begin to cultivate and understand individual identity. Social capital was 
cultivated by the individual developing connections with others that were perceived to 
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benefit their own interests. However, the development of social capital, or social 
networks, had within itself an understanding of generalized reciprocity: I will do this for 
you without expecting anything specific from you, being confident that someone else will 
do something for me down the road. 
13
 While the impetus for creating social capital was 
individual benefit, it also resulted in public good.
14
 The building of social capital 
facilitated identity development, but primarily in relation to others. 
There are two different types of social capital: bridging and bonding. Social 
capital that is bonding, or exclusive, looks inward and reinforces exclusive or 
homogeneous groups while social capital that is bridging, or inclusive, looks outward and 
seeks to include a diverse range of people in community.
15
 Bonding social capital tends 
to encourage reciprocity and enhances group solidarity and belonging, while bridging 
social capital is essential for development of external assets and information diffusion.
16
 
Both forms of social capital are essential components of the group identity that was 
historically given to adolescents, through which individual identity could be understood. 
In the last thirty years, the nature of social capital has slowly eroded. With each 
successive generation the tendencies towards individualism have been accelerated 
starting with the boomer generation.
17
 In the last fifteen years this acceleration towards 
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individualism can be linked to the systematic abandonment that adolescents experience.
18
 
As the adolescent experiences abandonment from and by adults their ability to trust other 
people diminishes with studies showing that trust levels have been halved from one 
generation to the next.
19
 With less ability to trust others, rampant individualism is the 
result, with a desire to take care of oneself at all costs. 
Rampant individualism and a desire to protect the self from further abandonment 
have caused social capital to become lopsided. Bridging capital has become more prized 
for its ability to foster inclusion into groups, specifically peer clusters, which can mitigate 
abandonment. The health and welfare of the individual has become more valued than a 
commitment to reciprocity in the community, especially with adolescents.  
A desire to protect the self from abandonment above a commitment to generalized 
reciprocity is also correlated to a rise in materialism from one generation to the next. In a 
survey of college freshman, the ‘good life’ was defined as one which emphasized 
individual and material values over the common good.
20
 One could conclude this is in 
part because material goods are the most efficient way to achieve desired status in a 
consumptive culture. The result is identity through status delivered by material goods. 
This kind of social capital emphasizes appearance over essence to a level where the 
visible signs of consumption of ever novel goods outweighs the use-values of the actual 
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material objects, possessions and object being acquired.
21
 The status and belonging 
security certain material objects can give an individual has more actual value than the 
practical use of the object itself. 
Material objects that give more status and belonging security in a wider variety of 
domains have more value and provide more social capital. Developmental theorists have 
identified eight separate domains in the life of the adolescent: scholastic and academic 
competence, job competence, athletic competence, physical appearance, social 
acceptance, close friendship, romantic appeal and conduct.
22
 At least four of these 
domains, physical appearance, social acceptance, close friendship and romantic appeal, 
can be affected by status achieved through the acquisition of material objects and status 
symbols. A heightened level of confidence and competence in these four domains can 
then also have reciprocal affect on the remaining four dimensions. Thus material objects 
that enhance competency and achievement in more domains are more desired. 
A reliance on material objects and symbols for status can cause a fundamental 
flaw in the identity process of an adolescent. Proceeding through the individuation 
process in this manner can cause an individual to confuse individuality, or impression 
management, for developmental individuation, or intellectual and emotional growth and 
understanding of the self.
23
 Mistaking one for the other can give the adolescent a false 
sense in confidence in who they are. Their practice of impression management can make 
them believe they have the ability to make sound decisions that reflect their identity in a 
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wide variety of situations when really they are only prepared to do so in very specific 
circumstances. This is because superficial displays of identity, that involve impression 
management, are confined to specific situations and are not developmental in nature. 
24
 
While adolescents can feel comfortable making decisions that reflect their perceived 
identity in one developmental stage, when they move to the next developmental stage 
they struggle to adapt and make decisions that project a cohesive picture of who they 
think they are. This can lead to identity foreclosure, where an adolescent settles into what 
they think is their true identity before adequately understanding the significance. It can 
also lead to identity diffusion, where the adolescent slips into a mode where they are not 
trying to resolve the actualization of their identity. Additionally, mistaking impression 
management for individuation is also one of many factors that inhibit adolescents from 
making a smooth transition from adolescence into adulthood. 
Identity that is cultivated through impression management to acquire status and 
security in the social hierarchy ultimately incorporates a narrative of competition. 
Seeking approval and validation from others based on visual impressions generated by 
material objects reinforces a sense of social hierarchy with must pit one individual 
against the other. The success of one usually means the diminished success or even 
failure of another. Social competition in this form becomes a vicious cycle, making it 
more and more difficult for the adolescent to opt out or refrain. This can also cause 
significant damage to a sense of community, fostering mistrust, causing the individual 
benefit to be seen as having more value than the wider community might gain. 
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Spiritual formation and spiritual identity of the adolescent are significantly 
impacted by the comsumptive nature of identity formation in late modern culture. 
Because the cultivation of identity has become more fluid and dynamic, more efficient 
and predictable methods of doing identity work are sought by both adolescents and those 
who work with adolescents in work of their identity cultivation. The result is often a 
reliance on formulas, programs and methods that are perceived to yield predictable 
outcomes which also have the effect of producing spiritual formation and identity that 
lack imagination, wonder and mystery.  
When consumption is an integral component of identity formation, experience 
and the resulting emotions can become the primary way adolescents define themselves 
spiritually. If an individual is focused on feedback from others for validation, they also 
rely on external input for proof of what they believe or feel spiritually. The other-directed 
focus impedes true understanding of self to the degree that experiences are necessary for 
proof of existence, beliefs and feelings; the Cartesian syllogism of ‘I think, therefore I 
am’ becomes ‘I feel, therefore I am’.25 Worship experiences are sought for the feeling 
they give to the worshipper. Short term mission trips are engaged in so the participant can 
be reminded of how blessed they are. Religious experiences become about reinforcing 
what the individual already believes about themselves. When an adolescent cannot feel 
what they once did, a greater experience is sought or a belief crisis may be experienced.  
A reliance on impression management as construction and projection of identity 
can also place self-expression as a higher priority than spiritual identity and maturity. 
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Given their limited ability to trust, adolescents act in a way that is primarily about self-
preservation. Creating and utilizing accrued social capital for a maximum return is the 
highest priority and a valuable skill,
26
 even if it means making choices that go against 
certain values and morals. Valuing self-expression over self-control means that 
adolescents place less value on moral obligation, sacrifice as a moral good, social 
conformity, respectability and rules.
27
 This not only limits social capital, mobility and 
security but can also limit, damage or confuse spiritual identity and maturity.  
This anything goes attitude is ultimately about a search for acceptance. Ahead of 
her time, Maxine Schnall, a developmental psychologist and licensed therapist, identified 
the problem as narcissistic entitlement, believed it was present in people of all ages, not 
just adolescents, and believed it was ultimately about a search for unconditional love with 
the inability to extend it to others.
28
 The inability to extend it is because of a lack of trust 
in others and the abandonment they experience regularly from the adults in their lives. 
The irony is the unconditional love they crave and seek is available to them through an 
understanding of their spiritual identity and a willingness to live in to it. 
In a consumptive culture where anything goes if it acquires positive social capital, 
religion can be regarded as just another commodity to be acquired. Parents, who may see 
their adolescent children making what they believe to be poor decisions, see religion as a 
means to providing their children with a sense of values, of right and wrong, and a 
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community to belong to.
29
 Religion viewed this way is just one more form of social 
capital that the individual acquires and adds to their portfolio.  
Religion seen purely as social capital for the purpose of adding morality and 
community to the life of an adolescent is likely to produce what has come to known as 
moral therapeutic deism. Moral therapeutic deism is defined as a system of beliefs which 
hold that a god exists that created human life and watches over humans, that God wants 
people to be happy and be nice to each other, that the central goal of life is to be happy, 
and feel good about oneself, that God does not need to be involved in life in a particular 
way except to resolve an individual’s problems and that good people go to heaven when 
they die. 
30
 The term moralistic is specifically used because religion in this form is 
primarily about inculcating a moral approach to life that teaches that being a good moral 
person leads to living and having a happy life.
31
 Utilized in this form, religion is becomes 
little more than a spiritualized pursuit of happiness. 
Consuming religion in this way as a method of achieving happiness creates new 
and often unrecognized paradigmatic realities in the lives and identities of adolescents. 
Adolescents who consider themselves religious or spiritual may believe that their lives 
are guided by the master narrative of the gospel story, but are likely to be unaware that 
this master narrative is operating alongside or even in submission to the master narrative 
of consumption. The result is likened to a paradigmatic version of the children’s game 
                                               
29
 John Drane, Do Christians Know How To Be Spiritual? (London: Darton, Longman and Todd 
LTD, 2005), 3. 
 
30
 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: the religious and spiritual 
lives of American teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), page number. 
 
31
 Ibid., 163. 
 144 
 
‘king of the mountain’ with different paradigms competing and winning out depending 
on the context.
32
 Slowly over time the individual can lose the ability to recognize that the 
master narrative they are being guided by is actually something quite different. By that 
time the individual will find it very difficult to even acknowledge the deception and 
conceive of an alternate master narrative. Ultimately, the master narrative of the gospel, 
when appropriated as a means to an end, as a form of social capital, is replaced by a 
master narrative that is about psychological maturity and social competence.  
In this chapter, several conclusions were drawn in regards to the impact of 
consumerism, consumption, and materialism on identity formation and spiritual 
formation. Materialism and consumption, as guided by marketers, has the ironic ability of 
homogenizing people in search of individuality. Each person is in search of uniqueness, 
but marketers and corporations, primarily concerned with profit, work hard to capture the 
imagination of a wide variety of young audiences in order to convince them that they all 
need and desire the same objects and symbols for the purpose of the cultivating and 
projecting their identity.  
In addition, it was postulated that identity construction and projection done 
through the act of consuming material objects and symbols is actually not identity 
construction at all. This act is more accurately understood as impression management and 
makes identity a commodity that can be acquired, altered or changed. When this becomes 
the mode in which identity is understood and cultivated, identity is more about what the 
adolescent is currently lacking and how to fill that void. This lacking is further 
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exacerbated by marketers and the strategy of planned obsolescence: that material objects 
and symbols only have a limited and defined shelf life in which they can benefit the 
individual. Identity construction in this manner fundamentally means the adolescent has 
little value as they currently are and is a project to be completed in the future.  
The changing nature of social capital and its relationship with identity 
construction was also explored. Social capital has gone from including a sense of 
communal reciprocity to being primarily about benefiting the individual and the holder of 
the capital. It was stated that this is primarily because of a lack of trust of others not in the 
same cohort as adolescents, the systematic abandonment they have endured and that 
happiness is more frequently determined and enabled by the acquisition of goods and 
material objects. Furthermore, the nature of social capital has changed because identity 
formation grounded in the acquisition of material objects as a means to gaining social 
capital and status is dependent and the validation of others.  
The belief that adolescents are constantly looking to others for validation also has 
significant implications for their spiritual formation and identity as well. When the 
adolescent is constantly looking to others for validation, looking inward for direction and 
guidance in making decisions becomes an afterthought. This happens in part because 
identity work feels like it has become more difficult given its fluid and dynamic nature. 
Looking to others for validation is seen as more efficient and predictable means to doing 
identity work than looking within. 
Lastly it was stated that in a consumptive culture religion itself can become 
viewed as a commodity. Religion is seen as a means of infusing values and morality and 
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providing community, or one more asset or form of social capital to ensure and provide 
happiness for the individual. Approaching religion or spirituality in this way can 
reinforce the idea that God is not actively working in an individual’s life and that the 
point of life is to be nice, happy and good so the individual can go to heaven. This view 
also leads to paradigm confusion, where the individual believes their life is directed by 
the master narrative of the gospel but is actually being guided either by a mix of master 
narratives or by the master narrative of consumption.  
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CHAPTER 7 
STRATEGY AND IMPLEMENTATION 
 
So far throughout this paper the many aspects of an ethos of consumption have 
been explored. The rise of the ethos of consumerism and consumption and how it has 
affected American adolescents and the Church has been addressed. In addition, a biblical 
review of teachings on money, possessions and power was explored, a review of 
adolescent development was conducted and in the previous chapter a review of how 
adolescent development is affected by an ethos of consumption was undertaken.  
In this final chapter, desired outcomes, strategies, implementations and possible 
assessment tools will be addressed. First, some desired outcomes for adolescents as they 
prepare to transition into late adolescence, or to college life, will be formulated. Second, 
desired outcomes for a Christ-centered community as it shepherds adolescents through a 
culture of conspicuous consumption and participates in their spiritual formation will be 
addressed. Third, strategies for implementation will be given. Strategies for 
implementation will be located in three different frameworks: family groups, small 
groups and in the context of relationships with significant others. Fourth and finally, 
some possible assessment tools will be identified. 
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Desired Outcomes in a Middle Adolescent 
If an adolescent is going to transition well from the middle to late stage of 
adolescence, or to college life, in a culture that is permeated by an ethos of consumption a 
number of outcomes should be desired. These outcomes by no means guarantee an 
individuation process that is completely free from the temptations and affects of 
consumption. However, achievement of these outcomes is likely to increase the chance 
that an adolescent reaches the stage of identity achievement in a way that has not been 
dominated by impression management.  
As the development of an adolescent advances, a sense of cohesion should 
emerge and be discernible. As Urie Bronfenbrenner hypothesized in The Ecology of 
Human Development, “the development of a person is a function of the substantive 
variety and structural complexity of the molar activities engaged in by others who 
become part of the person’s psychological field either by involving her in joint 
participation or by attracting her attention.”1 The development progress of an adolescent 
is the result of the cumulative activity that the adolescent is involved in and the impact 
others have in their life. For the adolescent to develop and individuate in a healthy 
manner there must be cohesion and continuity between the different groups of peers and 
communities that they interact with and among and the choices they make while 
interacting with one group of people must have consistency with choices they are making 
in other parts of their lives. 
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For this kind of continuity to happen a cohesive worldview or paradigm is critical. 
Paradigmatic thinking, or a worldview, is a critical component of the individuation 
process in a consumptive culture as it is the largest frame in which they understand the 
drama of their lives happening and that understanding significantly shapes the character 
of their lives.
2
 The paradigm with which an individual frames the events of their life is 
the interpretive lens through which everything else happens.  
The creation, understanding and holding of a worldview has direct impact on the 
spiritual development of an adolescent as well. James Fowler, in Stages of Faith, defines 
faith as including three things: centers of value, images of power and master stories.
3
 
Master stories, or paradigms, are communally held stories and ways of understanding and 
making sense of the world and it’s events. The master story a group of people ascribe to 
determines what is acceptable or unacceptable social and moral behavior for an 
individual to engage in. Confusion on which story is the master story has the potential to 
cause moral and social confusion for an adolescent in the midst of their development. 
This confusion is likely to also cause a stunting in the growth of their faith, through 
foreclosure of identity, as it is also linked to centers of value.  
Firet’s concept of the ‘original system’ is a way of understanding the basis on 
which a worldview is built. Each individual is born into the world with a distinct set of 
potentialities that are both genetical and con-genetical in nature. The ‘original system’ is 
the place at which each individual starts in life, yet because of the potentialities each 
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person is born with no one really starts from scratch.
4
 As the individual proceeds through 
life they develop their individuality, in terms of personality and value system, through a 
complicated process of dialogue with their world and the events that they both see, 
observe and participate directly in. The individual engages in an exegetical process of the 
events that they experience.
5
 In doing so, Malan Nel writes in Identity Formation and the 
Challenge of Individuation in Youth Ministry, an individual can “give meaning to, can 
create a world for [themselves], and choose a way of being and living.”6 
The identity of an individual, formed through inherited potentialities, 
environmental factors and engagement of the world, provide the context and basis 
through which a worldview begins to be formed. It provides the frame or horizon through 
which an individual can begin to determine what is good or valuable on a case by case 
basis and what to endorse or oppose; it is the horizon on which they will take a stand.
7
 
When an individual’s identity is in the process of being formed and they are faced with a 
difficult decision it not only has the potential to shape their worldview, through the act of 
interpreting what is going on around them, it also has the potential to shape their identity. 
The decision has the ability to continue to give future meaning on which the individual 
will continue to understand the world and choose a way of being and living.  
That the individual will form a worldview, while in process of discovering and 
actualizing their individuality is not the question, how they will form it is. Three different 
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processes will be explored in regards to the helping facilitate the construction of an 
individual’s worldview or master story. Fowler, in his definition of faith, also said that 
centers of value and images of power were core components. These two things are the 
first process that will be explored. The second is teaching adolescents to love God with 
their minds. The third involves an understanding of their vocation, not just future 
vocations, but their vocation beginning as an adolescent.  
In both forming the faith and the worldview of an adolescent, the development of 
centers of value and appropriate and biblically sound images of power are absolutely 
critical. It is no coincidence that in the desert, even before his ministry began, Jesus’ own 
centers of value were tested through a temptation by the devil. How Jesus responded to 
these temptations was to be the framework of his ministry and has the capacity to be the 
framework for faith construction and worldview construction of an adolescent. 
Fowler describes centers of value as the things, causes, concerns or people which 
command the greatest worth and describes images of power as the way in which we align 
ourselves in the relationships with and to various forms of power. Understood in this 
way, centers of value have the ability to direct and shape images of power. Having an 
unclear or reflexive approach to images of power also has the capacity to shape centers of 
value without full awareness of the individual. An individual can think they know what 
their centers of value are, but how the align themselves daily in power relationships 
reveals what their true centers of value are. Economics and an ethos of consumption is 
the dimension in which the western Church in North America has been most subverted in 
 152 
 
regards to images of power, through its actions and lifestyles of its members that there is 
little to no consistency between wealth, consumption and the teachings of Jesus.
8
 
A proper understanding of power and ‘the powers’ is essential to aligning oneself 
in power relationships that accurately reflect understood centers of value. Ephesians 6:12 
provides this appropriate understanding. “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, 
but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present 
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” However, the powers 
are not to be understood just as otherworldly forces at work beneath the surface of our 
physical reality. The powers are manifested both in the outer visible physical realities of 
our world and in the inner spiritual realities of our world together at the same time.
9
 The 
powers with this view in mind are not simply fallen and to be defeated. While they are 
fallen, the powers still have capacity for good and can be redeemed.
10
 
To develop a cohesive worldview, especially in regards to materialism and 
consumption, adolescents must be able to see and understand the powers at work. To do 
so, they must have clear biblical centers of value. A clear understanding of what God’s 
kingdom values, who it values and how it values them is essential. This understanding 
begins to shape an identification and response to the powers and how they are at work.  
A core way of beginning to understand kingdom values, who the kingdom values 
and how it values those people is by being in relationship with individuals from outside 
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one’s context. Bronfenbrenner hypothesized that development is enhanced when an 
individual participated in multiple settings when the settings occurred in cultural or 
subcultural contexts  that are different from each other, either in terms of ethnicity, social 
class, religion, age group or other background factors.
11
 The theory is that someone with 
exposure to multiple settings will exhibit higher levels of cognitive functioning, social 
skill and be able to benefit at a greater level in an educational setting. More exposure 
leads to greater understanding of reality, greater empathy for others and a better sense of 
how to makes sense of the world around them and respond accordingly.  
In order to effective translate experience like this into an understanding of centers 
of value and images of power an adolescent must be able to think deeply, reflectively and 
critically about these things in light of kingdom values. They must be able to learn to love 
God with their minds. In Luke 10:27 Jesus expands the shema  (Deut 6:4-9) with the 
inclusion of loving God with your mind. The word that Jesus uses is the Greek word 
dionoia. This word is not restricted to the realm of cognitive function or understanding; it 
includes the imagination and views the mind as faculty for understanding, feeling and 
desiring. Jesus is saying love God by understanding what goes on in the world, imagining 
a different world and living in a way that points towards that new reality. 
Understood this way, using the mind, as a means of imagining the future 
actualization of the kingdom of God, is a powerful way of building an individual’s 
worldview. A kingdom driven imagination undergirds faith; it shapes the images of the 
ultimate environment an individual perceives and determines the way that individual 
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arranges the scenery and grasps the plot in the play of their life.
12
 The imagination is then 
at the core of knowing and making sense of the world and the way it could be.  
Thinking and dreaming about the way in which the world could be will lead the 
adolescent into a space where some difficult questions will be asked. Why is the world 
the way it is? Why is it not fair? Why does not everyone have the same opportunities and 
resources? Why are some treated differently than others? What should be done about 
these problems and for what reason? These questions demand answers in the life of an 
adolescent that many adults, the Church and youth ministries might say are characterized 
by inconvenience or danger.
13
 The questions and possible answers are potentially 
inconvenient because they have the capacity to not only shape and direct the worldview 
of an adolescent but demand decisions and choices which are costly to the individual and 
the community they are in. 
The last outcome that will be identified and addressed is the outcome of vocation. 
Vocation is intimately tied to centers of value, images of power and master narratives. 
Waiting to talk about vocation until an adolescent is making the transition to college may 
be too late as power and status are significant motivators for young adults in choosing 
their career path. In fact it can be such a motivator that it can become idolatry. Tom 
Nelson writes in Work Matters that, “work idolatry can be driven by our pursuit of the 
American dream, of material comforts, of financial security, or by our attempts to prop 
up a certain image of success about ourselves. . .and is often concealed in the language of 
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organizational loyalty and is regularly legitimized in a competitive work environment as 
the required pathway to promotion and advancement.”14 Work is perceived to give 
power, prestige and status because it enables the acquisition of other material objects.  
The exploration of vocation or calling will serve to do three very valuable things. 
First, adolescents begin to think strategically and with a kingdom mind about how they 
are to serve for the rest of their life. Second, rather than just viewing themselves as 
consumers of things, they will have the ability to see themselves as producers of common 
good. Third, adolescents will hear and understand that they have value and something to 
offer their community right now and not only in the future after getting an education. 
In exploring calling an adolescent will be given the opportunity to think 
strategically and with a kingdom mind about the capacity in which they are to serve for 
the rest of their life. Exploring vocation and calling helps an adolescent understand who 
God created them to be, the identity they have cultivated so far, the gifts and passions that 
they believe they have and invites them to imagine who they are in the process of 
‘becoming’. This is central to understanding their identity because as Fredrick Buechner 
writes in Wishful Thinking, they will begin to understand that “the kind of work God 
usually calls [them] to is the kind of work a) that [they] need most to do and b) that the 
world most needs to be done…The place that God calls [them] to is the place where 
[their] deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”15 This conversation is a 
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powerful alternative to the master narrative of work being a means to power, status, 
security and happiness. 
Through the act of reflecting on their possible vocation an adolescent will have 
the chance to see that in having something the world needs they can be more than just an 
individual that consumes. Genesis 2:5 states that part of the reason humans were created 
was because there was no one to work the ground. As Tom Nelson writes in Work 
Matters, “God desired that there would be harmonious human cooperation within the 
creation order. Not only would the crown of creation have joyful intimacy with their 
creator, but they would also be given the joyful privilege of contributing to the work of 
God in his good world.”16 God desires his people to participate in producing goodness in 
the context of his creation through the work that he has designed each individual to do. 
A third significant value of having adolescents reflect on their calling and 
vocation is that they will realize that they have something significant to contribute now 
and not just in the future. The elongation of adolescence has had many effects including 
stripping them of power to the point where many young people feel relegated to marginal 
social roles that discourage or inhibit any sort of meaningful engagement in the world 
them apart from consuming.
17
 Adolescents need to hear that while they are in the midst of 
a process that has not reached completion, the individuation process, this does not 
preclude them from having something to offer the communities, schools and churches. 
While incompleteness is the nature of the human condition because of sin, adolescents 
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should not be defined by what they lack, or who they someday will be, but by who they 
currently are.
18
 Adolescents are a significant and necessary part of the community and 
have gifts and abilities that are necessary for the flourishing of the community in which 
they participate. 
Helping an adolescent shape their worldview, teaching them to learn to love God 
with their mind by using their imagination to visualize the world as the kingdom of God 
would have it be, and leading them through reflective conversations about their call and 
vocation can all separately have significant impact on identity formation and resistance of 
a reliance on consumption of things in the process. However, when all three are done in 
unison the affects could be dramatic. All three working in concert together can help an 
adolescent take important steps towards an integral, or tome life. In Genesis 6:9 the word 
tome is used to describe Noah as blameless and in 17:1 God tells Abraham to walk before 
him in the same way. The Hebrew word for ‘blameless’ is the word tome and means 
wholeness, blameless, an integral life, a life of integrity, or a unified and holistic life.
19
 
The same word is used to describe the character of David’s heart in Psalm 78:70-72. 
When an adolescent constructs a worldview using a kingdom guided imagination while 
reflecting on their vocation and call a unified and holistic life is able to begin formation 
and an ethos of consumption and the temptation to rely impression management through 
the acquisition of material objects and symbols will begin to falter. 
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Desired Outcomes in a Christ-Centered Community 
In this section a number of desired outcomes will be outlined in regards to how a 
Christ-centered community can help an adolescent navigate an ethos of consumption 
while on spiritual formation journey. Just as the last section did, in this section three 
outcomes will be addressed and defined. The first outcome is for adolescents to be in 
relationships with people from a variety of backgrounds and age cohorts: to be in 
intergenerational relationships. The second outcome is to be participate and work in a 
variety of settings with other people for the purpose of diakonia. Third, that the Church 
community that an adolescent finds themselves in will see the adolescent as a valued and 
necessary part of the community and emphasize their belonging.  
An adolescent is more likely to turn to an ethos of consumption and impression 
management if they find transitioning from one setting in a mesosystem to another 
system challenging or difficult. Developmental potential is believed to be enhanced when 
and an individual is able to make the transition from one setting to another in the 
company of someone they trust or who has been present in other settings.
20
 Various 
settings in the life of an adolescent that comprise a mesosystem are home, school, church, 
sports teams, leisure activities or a job and can include a much wider variety of contexts 
and activities. Transitioning from one setting to another in a mesosystem can often mean 
learning a different set of values or expectations and how to respond accordingly. 
Transitioning can be a difficult task when an adolescent is forced to make a plethora of 
minor adjustments on a constant basis when transitioning from setting to setting. The 
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complexity of these transitions is magnified when considering how complicated and busy 
the life of an adolescent is and how many different settings they may participate in 
without considering that an adolescent from a blended family may have twice as many 
settings to engage in as an adolescent from an intact home. 
An adolescent’s development also has the opportunity to be enhanced via 
involvement when there are a variety of other people involved. When an adolescent is 
involved in structurally different settings, if they participate in joint activities with other 
people, particularly people who are more mature or experienced, the developmental 
potential of those settings is increased.
21
 It might be logical to conclude that a variety of 
settings involving a diverse group of participants would increase the complexity of 
participation. However, in this hypothesis learned adaptation in the presence of another is 
believed to counter the added complexity an adolescent might encounter. 
A number of factors specific to this hypothesis will enhance the developmental 
potential of a setting for an adolescent. First, the relationship with the person who they 
are in participation with can be a developmental asset to the adolescent. While 
participation in a joint activity does not guarantee any depth of relationship, the mutual 
participation in the activity facilitates a ‘knowing’ of the other person. As mentioned 
earlier in this paper, network theory reveals that a strong network is made up of many 
weak links, not just a few strong ones. The weak links that can be created through joint 
participation in an activity with someone from a different age cohort provide a social 
bridge for the adolescent, giving them access and connection to otherwise isolated 
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people.
22
 When this happens, individuals from two formerly compartmentalized social 
clusters engage and interact and their social clusters have the opportunity to cross 
pollinate, both engage in a transformative process, even if the transformation happens in 
ways that are hard to detect. This results in trust being built. Trust is essential for ongoing 
identity and personality development and for ontological security.
23
 
 Second, the developmental experience of the fellow participant can be an 
experiential asset to the adolescent. Participation in a joint activity with someone who is 
more mature is an opportunity for an adolescent to gain valuable social capital that they 
would not normally have access to. Yet, in the early twenty first century it is possible to 
gain social capital without the help of another more mature person, there is after all a 
Youtube tutorial video available for nearly every possible activity known to man. 
However, as Augustine once said, “boys do not need the art of grammar which teaches 
correct speech if they have the opportunity to grow up and live among men who speak 
correctly.”24 Learning in the company of another who has gone ahead provides much 
more valuable social capital than learning or doing and activity by one’s self. 
Third, joint participation in activities can have direct impact on the developmental 
trajectory of an adolescent. Participation in a variety of settings with a variety of people 
from different age cohorts or socio-economic backgrounds has the potential to increase 
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the scope and flexibility of the individual’s cognitive competence and social skills.25 As 
addressed before, increased diversity adds layers of complexity to the adaptation of the 
adolescent to different settings, but it understands that the person with more maturity or 
experience whom the adolescent is in joint participation with would have a vested interest 
in the successful transition and adaptation of the adolescent. 
Additionally, joint participation in activities provides continuity for an adolescent 
in the midst of transitions that as a solo endeavor would be difficult. Participation with 
others in activities tends to provide motivational momentum that predisposes an 
adolescent to want to continue to participate in an activity even when co-participants are 
not involved.
26
 This motivation provides continuity of experience for an adolescent even 
as relationships shift and change and provides opportunities to connect via constructed 
social bridges to others that the adolescent would normally be isolated from. This 
motivation serves to facilitate further weak links to be established. 
Inter-generational relationships and community are a desired outcome of a Christ-
centered community that seeks to help adolescents avoid an ethos of consumption and 
impression management as a key way of facilitating identity construction. Inter-
generational relationships help this happen in a number of key ways. They help minimize 
stress and potential conflict when an adolescent navigates increasingly complex 
transitions from one setting to another. Inter-generational relationships, through the rich 
experience of the more mature participant, help facilitate the acquisition of social capital 
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normally not as easily available to an adolescent, enables experiential continuity despite 
shifting relationships and facilitates the building of social bridges that will help connect 
the adolescent to social groups and individuals not normally present in the life of the 
adolescent. These social bridges then strengthen the community an adolescent exists in 
by providing additonal weak tie relationships to the adolescent. 
A second desired outcome is for adolescents to participate in service or kingdom 
work opportunities in the context of the Christ-centered community. Service or work 
opportunities are invaluable if the role demands in different settings are compatible and if 
the roles, activities and relationships the adolescent engages in facilitate the formation of 
mutual trust, a positive outlook, agreement on goals and a balance of power that grows 
slowly towards favoring the adolescent.
27
 This means that if adolescents are given 
opportunities to serve and participate in the life of a community, if the responsibility 
levels in other settings are equal and if those roles and ways of participating nurture trust, 
are encouraging and slowly give more power, control and input to the adolescent in that 
role that the adolescent will have more chance of flourishing. The flourishing of the 
identity of the adolescent is enabled through enhancement of their sense of being a part of 
a group. Rituals and participation in ritual acts and serving in the context of a community 
are a significant way in which an individual identifies with a group and understand their 
individual identity in a group context.
28
 If an adolescent has significant responsibility at 
school in regards to managing their academics, playing on a sports team, or has a part 
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time job, why should  they not be given the chance to lead or do something other than 
just consume in the context of a Christ-centered community? 
In the previous section it was discussed how developmental potential is increased 
when participation in multiple settings involves interaction with individuals who come 
from different cultural or sub-cultural contexts such as ethnicity, social class, religion or 
age cohort. Again, this hypothesis emphasizes the value of acting or participating in a 
context rather than just consuming. In participating in a setting that is significantly 
different from the natural setting the adolescent lives in, the adolescent may benefit in a 
number of ways. First, the adolescent, through the use of their kingdom imagination, may 
have the ability to realize that experience or resources available to them in their context 
can be of some benefit to others in a different context. This empowers the adolescent to 
be a producer or giver rather than just a consumer and to see that as part of their identity. 
Second, the adolescent may have the opportunity to see that someone from another 
context may have experience or resources that have value to them. In receiving from the 
individual in another context, they are not simply consuming, they are entering into a 
relationship that has some mutuality or reciprocity. Third, participation in a different 
context may enable the adolescent to better understand their context and what they also 
have to offer their own context. 
 Both of these hypotheses have significant ability to enhance the individuation of 
the adolescent apart from an ethos of consumption and impression management through 
diakonia. In general terms, diakonia is a Greek word that means to serve or minister to 
the needs of others especially in the context of executing the commands of others. 
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Participating in diakonia does several different things in regards to the individuation of 
the adolescent and resisting the temptation to enter into a state of impression management 
in regards to their identity. First, serving in the context of a community puts them in 
connection with others and builds relationships, relationships which hopefully model 
resistance to identity through impression management. Second, it gives adolescents an 
opportunity to understand they, as they are, have something to offer in the present. Their 
value to a community is not just in the future, to be utilized when their identity is fully 
actualized. Third, it recognizes that adolescents are a valuable and necessary part of the 
community in which they exist. Fourth, it gives an adolescent an opportunity to live into 
the kingdom calling of John 3:30. In this verse, as John is losing disciples because they 
are following Jesus he declares, “I am not the Christ, but I have been sent before him. 
The one who has the bride is the bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands 
and hears him, rejoices greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. Therefore this joy of mine is 
now complete. He must increase, but I must decease.” In participating in diakonia the 
adolescent will have the ability to understand that through serving others they understand 
their own identity in light of the ‘bride’, the Church, and in light of the Christ. 
A third outcome is the prizing of the sacredness of others. If a Christ-centered 
community is going to shepherd an adolescent through an ethos of consumption so that 
they can avoid rooting their identity in a program of impression management, Brian 
Mahan in Awakening Youth Discipleship writes, that community must avoid the tendency 
to see adolescents as a “series of not-yets”. 29 While there is a sense that adolescents are 
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in the process of individuation, this does not mean they are incomplete. Viewing them as 
such diminishes their God given and created value and marginalizes their belonging.  
There are numerous ways that a Christ-centered community can prize the 
sacredness of others, specifically adolescents, but in this section three will be addressed. 
First, their sacredness can be prized and valued through the act of fidelity, second, 
through a lived out expression of grace, and third, through an adequate and full 
expression of community of faith or family of faith. 
First, the sacredness of an adolescent can be prized and valued through fidelity. 
Fidelity is faithfulness to a person, cause or purpose demonstrated through continuing 
loyalty and support. In the case of prizing the sacredness of an adolescent, fidelity plays a 
role in both the faithfulness to the adolescent and the cause of the kingdom. A Christ-
centered community can exhibit fidelity through a regular and ongoing commitment to 
the adolescent cohort through communal expressions of commitment and love. If done by 
the entire faith community, the adolescent will have a clear understanding of their present 
value as a member of that Christ-centered community. 
The sacredness of the adolescent can also be prized through the expression of 
fidelity to the kingdom cause. In every gathering, if an effort it made to include 
adolescents, there should be a re-affirming of the commitment to the kingdom calling of 
proclaiming the gospel to all people and to a way of living that Jesus himself embodied. 
Doing this will affirm the sacredness of adolescents in two ways. First, re-affirming the 
kingdom calling undermines the ethos of consumption by establishing and naming the 
struggle between being called by God to be healers in a broken world and our own worst 
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inclinations.
30
 Second, adolescents will hear the kingdom calling and understand that they 
have a role to play in that calling and that each and every individual, regardless of their 
developmental status, can be a producer of kingdom goodness and transformation and not 
just a consumer.  
A second way the sacredness of an adolescent can be prized by a Christ-centered 
community is through lived out expressions of grace. Grace is not simply undeserved 
forgiveness of sins by God through the death and resurrection of his son Jesus. Katherine 
Turpin, in Branded, writes that grace “extends radical acceptance in the face of human 
frailty.”31 Acceptance is the physical expression of the mental and emotional act of 
forgiveness. Grace lived out to adolescents gives them a sense of security and comfort in 
time period of their life when abandonment feels like it always around the next corner. 
Grace looks beyond the appearance and actions of adolescents and confirms the deepest 
parts of who they are, recognizes it and encourages it.
32
 Grace extended this way 
forgives, accepts and encourages moves toward a renewed faith that exists as an 
alternative to an ethos of consumption and impression management which show no grace. 
Third, the sacredness of adolescents is prized through full expressions of 
community. Community is at the very heart of belonging and identity. Followers of 
Christ, who belong to the kingdom of God, re-imagine the Cartesian formula ‘I think, 
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therefore I am’ into ‘I am, therefore I belong’33 into evident expressions of community. 
Belonging to a community should not have to be preceded by satisfactory performances 
or by providing proof of value. That is the way of the world, of an ethos of consumption. 
A community that is ruled by impression management is one where people’s hearts are 
full of prejudice, worry, and fear with little room for the adolescent. But a community 
that prizes the sacredness of adolescents will exhibit real inclusive hospitality that 
requires a radical openness and creates space for a wide range of human experience.
34
 
Adolescents will feel welcome as they are, adults will open themselves to adolescents, 
not just expect adolescents to be open to others, and the adolescent experience will be 
validated, appreciated and empathized with. Henri Nouwen, in Spiritual Formation, 
writes that this kind of community is  
a place of forgiveness and celebration, where we are more similar than different. . 
.no longer [does one] have to compare [themselves] with others by carving out a 
little niche and distinguishing [themselves]. . .the great spiritual call is not to be 
different from the other, but to be of the same substance and being as another, to 
be at one with others. Rather than wandering off to the periphery of life, where 
[we] might discover some small difference, [we] are called to go to the center, 
where [we] realize [our] solidarity with all human beings.
35
 
 
Forgiveness, celebration and solidarity are the marks of a community of Christ which 
embraces and prizes the sacredness of adolescents.  
 In this section two different sets of outcomes were outlined for a Christ-centered 
community that recognizes an ethos of consumption and impression management and its 
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impact of spiritual formation. While these outcomes are no guarantee that an adolescent 
will be able to avoid the temptation of impression management as the primary way of 
making meaning for themself, these outcomes are likely to provide a powerful alternative 
to this temptation. This alternative includes intergenerational relationships which help 
adolescents transition from one setting to another in their life and intergenerational 
relationships which involve joint participation in activities, especially with those who 
have more experience in those activities.  
The opportunity to participate in diakonia or service to the Christ-centered 
community is a second way to provide an alternative to an ethos of consumption. 
Diakonia which includes and nurtures responsibility and ownership, which lead to trust, a 
positive outlook, goal consensus and a transition of power to the adolescent 
commensurate with other settings the adolescent is in. Diakonia that involves people 
from a wide variety of settings that are different from the familiar setting of the 
adolescent also provides a vision of a powerful alternative.  
The last way an alternative to an ethos of consumption is provided is when the 
sacredness of an adolescent as they are is prized by a Christ-centered community. This 
can be done through expressions of fidelity. Fidelity is shown through lived out 
expressions of grace and through deep and rich expressions of community.  
 
Implementation Strategy 
In the final section of this chapter an implementation strategy of how to provide a 
powerful alternative to the narrative of impression management or the ethos of 
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consumption as the primary mechanism for identity formation and projection will be 
explored. The outcomes described in the prior section will put into three different 
contexts: the family, family groups, small groups and relationships with significant 
others. For each context specific strategies will be outlined and described. 
It is essential to remember that an alternative to the master-narrative of 
consumption or impression management can only happen in the context of a healthy and 
loving community. It is alienation, loneliness and estrangement through a hyper emphasis 
of individuality that ultimately causes a reliance on impression management as the key 
way of creating and projecting one’s identity. After all as Bruce Rittenhouse states in 
Shopping For Meaningful Lives, “no act within the context of existential estrangement 
can overcome existential estrangement.”36 Understanding in isolation from others cannot 
overcome isolation. The only way for an adolescent to secure a meaningful individual 
identity, and understand their created identity as God given, is through an essential 
relationship to a meaningful whole.
37
 This meaningful whole is the Church, lived out in 
the context of the family, the small group and relationships with significant others. 
The family plays perhaps the most vital role in providing an alternative narrative 
to that of an ethos of consumption or impression management. The parents have the 
ability to be the primary influence in the lives of an adolescent and the choices and 
commitments that are made in the home have the capacity to be the foundation on which 
all other choices in regards to identity formation and consumption rest. Spiritual 
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formation and identity formation start at home and involve every moment and choice that 
an individual and a family make. It involves food that is eaten, the clothes that are bought 
and worn, the attitudes that are taken and projected and the relationships that are made 
and cultivated.
38
 Every decision is an opportunity to commit to an alternative narrative.  
The narrative of impression management is ultimately about power. Impressions 
are created through the consumption of products in order to gain acceptance and status 
which can then in turn be leveraged as power. An alternative narrative to that of 
impression management and consumption involves being willing to take a position of 
weakness instead of a position of power. Jesus, who being in the form of God did not 
count equality with God as something to be grasped, but instead took a position of 
weakness, as a servant, by becoming human (Phil 2:5-57). This willingness to be 
powerless, or weak, is again seen at the beginning of his ministry when he was tempted 
by Satan in the desert in Luke 4:1-13. Jesus willingness to choose a position of weakness, 
when he had every right to take power, started at the very beginning and permeated his 
whole life. If an adolescent is going to learn to resist temptations to grasp power through 
impression management it must begin at home in relationship with those who are closest 
to them. In taking a position of weakness as opposed to a position of power, Marva Dawn 
in her book Power, Weakness, and the Tabernacling of God writes, the adolescent as a 
serving follower of Christ can “be more active as creative agents of God’s kingdom – 
sentinels on the wall instead of late responders, proactive agents instead of reactive ones, 
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dynamic recipients and transmitters of God’s power rather than wielders of [their] own 
power falsely exercised or wimpy forgetters of our gospel vocation.”39 
Assuming a position of weakness in order to be the dynamic recipient and 
transmitter of God’s power can happen in a number of different ways in the context of the 
family unit. One of the first ways is through a true understanding of power, weakness and 
mission as a part of the kingdom of God through the Lord’s Prayer. The struggle for 
power, or the struggle to give it up, does not happen in freedom or autonomy, it happens 
in brokenness and bondage.
40
 When struggling with the temptation to seize power 
through impression management and an ethos of consumption, the adolescent and family 
must realize that there is no proper understanding of the wealth, possessions, status and 
impression management apart from the rule and in-breaking of the kingdom of God. The 
Lord’s Prayer is a daily ritual that can be undertaken as a family to press into this reality. 
The irony is that enslavement to an ethos of impression management and 
consumption happens through the individual. The individual sees possessions, wealth and 
symbols as instruments to creating status and power. The struggle towards righteousness 
that comes from rooting identity in God and his people and not possessions begins with 
the invocation “thy kingdom come”. This invocation is essential as an act of revolt 
against the system of consumption and impression management and as an important step 
of identifying oneself with the kingdom, reign and rule of God through Jesus Christ.
41
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Praying the Lord ’s Prayer in a thoughtful, slow and reflective manner as a family 
is to invite the future reality of the kingdom of God into the present. Prayer, and 
specifically the Lord’s Prayer, is undeniable in its eschatological content and is unique in 
that it invites Jesus, our incarnate Lord, to be a new, present and concrete reality.
42
 
Praying this prayer at meals as a family and then talking about how to make ‘thy 
kingdom come’ is a tangible way of reflecting on the power of an ethos of consumption, 
submitting in weakness to God and facilitating the in-breaking of the kingdom today. 
 A second way a family unit can begin to practice and live a position of kingdom 
weakness as a way of countermanding the power play of impression management is 
through a posture of thankfulness or eucharisteo. Our fallen nature originated because of 
a lack of thankfulness or eucharisteo. In One Thousand Gifts Ann Voskamp writes, “our 
fall, has always been, and always will be, that we aren’t satisfied in God and what He 
gives. We hunger for something more, something other.”43 An ethos of consumption and 
impression management is fundamentally about something more, something other, and 
something that an adolescent does not have. This ethos will always leave an individual 
hungering and thirsting for more as it only provides that which does not satisfy. However, 
a posture of eucharisteo allows an individual to gracefully take a position of weakness, 
seeing all that they have as being from God and being enough. When an individual gives 
thanks, or eucharisteo, to God, even for something microscopic and minute, they create a 
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place for God to grow within them.
44
 Giving eucharisteo always precedes the miracle
45
 of 
being transformed into the person that God has created them to be. 
 The last practice that will be identified for the family to put into to practice is the 
practice of asking questions. This is a practice that can and should happen at all levels, 
but to take hold as a practice in all the settings an adolescent lives in and transitions 
through it must begin at home. The practice of asking questions about situations and 
decisions is to facilitate not just answers, but understanding about context, options, forces 
at work and ramifications of potential decisions. This process could be called a 
discernment process, where a family working together in conversation can reflect, discuss 
and re-create a more accurate understanding of the world and how it works. 
 When asking questions as a family the “but why? method”46 should be used. 
Asking a ‘but why?’ question assumes there is another level of a situation to consider and 
seeks understanding of the situation hopefully leading to the root cause of a situation. 
Often the question asking can cause some strain in looking for understanding. Strain is 
not something to be afraid of because strain creates curiosity,
47
 and curiosity creates a 
desire for understanding.  Strain that causes curiosity is what is at work in John the 
Baptist while he is in prison and sends messengers to Jesus asking, “Are you the one who 
is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Matt 11:3) The strain of his situation and 
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hearing about Jesus’s deeds lead him to ask questions which lead him to his faith being 
sustained in his last days. 
 Practices in a small group for middle adolescents are also critical for resisting the 
temptation to give into the narrative of consumption or impression management. The 
small group may involve students from their school and represents additional systems 
that they find themselves in: school, work, athletics and social engagements. The small 
group can participate and act as a bridging group between these systems enabling the 
adolescent to more effectively transition from one setting to another while resisting the 
temptation of consumption and impression management. Practicing hospitality, inclusion 
and acts of compassion as a small group may facilitate resisting this temptation. 
 First, in scripture the practice of hospitality was a significant way of not only 
forming community but practicing righteousness and grace through presence. The 
practice of hospitality does not just refer to the act of making someone feel welcome, but 
participating with someone or a group where their presence is celebrated and enjoyed. 
Too often when groups of adolescents gather together, particularly in the context of a 
student ministry, they gather together around an act of consumption: a movie, mini golf, 
an activity where they are to be entertained. A gathering that practices hospitality and 
inclusion would be a gathering where they are the entertainment for each other; their 
combined presence is what gives the other joy. Albert Borgmann, in Power Failure, calls 
this a gathering that is the “concrete and hopeful center of communal life”.48 The purpose 
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is the connection of community around meaningful expressions which engage 
adolescents beyond their individual selves and provide opportunity for the enactment of 
alternative corporate identities.
49
 Gathering in this way to practice hospitality together 
then becomes a non-consumptive celebration of the other. 
 Second, the practice of inclusion is a powerful weapon against the temptation to 
consumption and impression management. In a world that is rapidly changing, the 
practice of exclusion and maintenance of who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’ is an easy way of 
maintaining personal safety.
50
  The practice of inclusion is powerfully illustrated in the 
interaction between Jesus and the woman who had been healed of her bleeding in Luke 
8:40-56. Jesus is on his way to heal the daughter of Jairus, a powerful synagogue ruler in 
the community. Time is of the essence. Even though the woman with the bleeding had 
already been physically healed, Jesus stops and takes extra time, in the midst of the 
crowd, to hear her story, to know her and to restore her emotionally and relationally to 
her community through listening and caring: acts of inclusion. This inclusion is further 
illustrated through the fact that healing her offered Jesus little status compared to healing 
Jairus’s daughter whom Jesus healed in private, with no audience, while insisting she was 
only asleep and not dead.  
 Being inclusive is also a powerful way of relieving the adolescent of the need to 
be good enough for others. Henri Nouwen, in Spiritual Formation, states that when he re-
imagined his own sense of community as being inclusive he no longer had “to compare 
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myself with others by carving out a little niche and distinguishing myself. I finally 
understood that the great spiritual call is not to be different from the other, but to be of 
the same substance and being as another, to be at one with others.”51 The practice of 
inclusion in this way begins to sound like impression management where an individual 
strives to become like others to be included. However, in the practice of inclusion the 
differences and diversity of individuals created in God’s image are celebrated, honored 
and validated.  
 A third practice a small group can engage in is that of service and social justice. 
Service and social justice have the unique ability to facilitate hospitality and inclusion as 
well. Acts of service and social justice towards those who are marginalized, who have 
less than they need, make them feel welcomed, valued and needed. Seeking to right 
institutional wrongs that have excluded some people from society is a way of seeking to 
include those same people and acknowledging their worth and value. Acts of service and 
social justice in this way are non-consumptive acts of celebration also. They are acts of 
celebrating the in-breaking of the kingdom of God by giving to others who are in need.  
 Theses acts are also a vital way of inviting Jesus into the center of community of 
faith. In Matthew 25:38 when the righteous ask “when did we see you a stranger and 
welcome you, naked and clothe you?” Jesus responds, “As you did it to one of the least 
of these my brothers, you did it to me.” Through acts of service and social justice 
adolescents are serving and loving Jesus, putting him at the center of their individual and 
                                               
51
 Nouwen, Spiritual Formation: Following the Movements of The Spirit, 93. 
 177 
 
communal lives, rather than placing themselves there as an ethos of consumption and 
impression management requires. 
 In addition to families and small groups, healthy relationships with adults are 
critical to an adolescent being able to resist an ethos of consumption and impression 
management as key ways of facilitating their individuation. These adult relationships are 
critical because when an adult in a Christ-centered community gives adolescents grace, 
time, and genuine love with no hidden agenda adolescents experience the person of 
Jesus;
52
 when they experience Jesus, resisting the temptation to rely on impression 
management becomes easier.  
Relationships with adults which involve mentoring and rites of passage are 
essential to liberation from an ethos of consumption and a spiritual formation journey that 
will continue for a lifetime. A mentoring relationship is a powerful antidote to an ethos of 
consumption and impression management because it is a kingdom relationship, a 
relationship that is about facilitating an ‘in-breaking’. As Sharon Daloz Parks states in 
Big Questions, Worth Dreams, “the power of mentoring relationships is that they help 
anchor the vision of the potential self. They beckon the self into being and, in so doing, 
help to ground a place of commitment within relativism. As such, mentors exercise both a 
cognitive and affective appeal, offering both insight and emotional support.”53 A 
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mentoring relationship points forwards to what is not yet fully realized and lovingly 
encourages the life to become what is has been intended to be by God. 
 A mentoring relationship also identifies, encourages and celebrates what already 
is. A mentor who is primarily interested in the well-being of their apprentice sees their 
apprentice as already having value and worth. This kind of mentor takes time to ask the 
question, “What is God already doing here?” and spends more time asking questions and 
sharing experiences than providing answers.
54
 A mentor is one who understands God is 
already at work in the life of the adolescent, has been working, will continue to work and 
seeks ways to facilitate that work.  
 In facilitating looking forward to what is becoming, while valuing what is 
presently happening, an attitude of grace must permeate all things. Adolescents are 
acutely aware of the need to measure up; it is the water that they swim in. If an 
adolescent constantly feels the need to measure up to the expectations of the mentor, the 
relationship will lack authenticity. A good mentor will know that with authenticity comes 
some failure. No community, or mentor relationship, can move to communion unless 
failure is tolerated with gracious acceptance so that adolescents are continually invited 
into the ongoing work of conversion and transformation that leads to character and 
increasing faith.
55
 This kind of gracious acceptance and walking alongside an adolescent 
in a world that is permeated by an ethos of consumption, impression management and a 
need to succeed serves as a prophetic call to the life that God intended for the adolescent.  
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Gracious acceptance of failure while moving towards transformation is possible 
when an adolescent is yoked to a mentor. In Matthew 11:28-30 Jesus said, “Come to me, 
all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 
and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest in your souls. 
For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” The adolescent life is one of labor and 
heavy with expectation. But a mentoring relationship offers the acceptance and 
affirmation they crave and need while providing shelter, rest, and a sharing of the burden 
with firm direction. The burden becomes lighter when shared with someone who wants to 
help the adolescent rest in Jesus. 
 A mentoring relationship can also serve as a platform for facilitation of rites of 
passage for an adolescent. A consumptive culture offers adolescents plenty of rites of 
passages, but they lack coherence. The result can often be a confusing understanding of 
what it means to become an adult or to live with any sense of purpose. A rite of passage 
properly executed actually serves to bring coherence to the life of the recipient. A rite of 
passage is a process of emergence that occurs in three stages.
56
 First, there is separation 
from the community of origin, second, there is a period of testing or transition and third, 
a reincorporation with recognition and celebration of the newly achieved or given status. 
Understood this way, a rite of passage is an initiation into a way of life.
57
 
 Rites of passage in the context of a consumptive culture lack coherence in part 
because they are not grounded in a relationship or in a specific community. When 
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mentors facilitate rites of passage, the newly achieved status also comes with a sense of 
belonging and an invitation to join in communion with others in community. The mentor 
and those who also participate in the rite of passage, affirm the adolescent in their 
passage in a way that no material object, symbol, isolated experience of management of 
impression can. Because the rite of passage occurs in the context of a grace filled and 
prophetic relationship, the rite of passage is able to carry with it historic meaning that 
enhances the relationship and maintains connectedness to the community even when the 
adolescent transitions to new communities in new stages of life. Being bound to 
communities even as the adolescent transition out of the community and into another 
allows that ‘boundedness’ to define them rather than needing to rely on a program of 
impression management in the new community. 
 Implementation of these strategies is not a guarantee that the adolescent will be 
immune from the temptation to rely on consumption of material objects and a strategy of 
impression management for the construction and projection of their identity. In fact, for 
adolescents to have any real chance of following an alternative master narrative, the 
implementation strategies in all three spheres and settings should be applied. To only 
apply them in one or two settings may not be significant enough to counter the powerful 
messages of convenience, efficiency and results that consumption seem to guarantee.  
 Each sphere plays an important role in countering the message of consumption. 
The family in practicing a posture of weakness, thanks and kingdom imagination through 
the Lord’s Prayer, gives the adolescent a spiritual framework for combating an ethos of 
consumption. The small group, through hospitality, inclusion and non-consumptive acts 
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of celebration, gives the adolescent a social framework for combating an ethos of 
consumption. The mentor relationship and relationships with significant others through 
the practice of mentoring and rites of passage give the adolescent a developmental, or 
psychological, framework for combating an ethos of consumption. When all three 
spheres are operating in concert an ethos of consumption becomes secondary and an 
ethos of being, belonging and knowing takes over. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 CONCLUSION 
 
 In the 21
st
 century the measure of the health of a nation is believed to hinge on 
one thing: economic growth. It is also understood that the economy grows or shrinks 
based on one factor: consumer spending. The economy, jobs, and general welfare have 
been structured around spending more money on more things. The United States now 
bears the identity of being a nation of consumers; it is a part of this nation’s identity. 
 Almost two hundred years ago the seeds for this identity were sown into the DNA 
of this country. Not by economists, or politicians, but with the help of some of the most 
powerful clergy. With an emerging free market economy in its infancy, powerful clergy 
in mainline denominations saw an opportunity to align their theology with growing 
market forces in a way that would strengthen their own ecclesiological footing and 
bolster the foundation on which this new country was growing. In this new alliance 
another narrative was introduced. One that would compete with the master-narrative of 
Master-Creator-Messiah and one that would slowly and subtly infiltrate the theology of 
the Church.  
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 Following the end of the 19
th
 century, the free market economy gained an unlikely 
ally. As labor laws changed, teenagers were required to stay in school through high 
school. With employment options limited to part time jobs in the service industry, 
teenagers suddenly had free time and discretionary income. Marketers and advertisers 
were given an untapped market with nearly limitless opportunities and infinite profit. 
Teenagers would go on to become the most powerful consumer market in history. 
 The most significant reason why adolescents are such a powerful cohort in 
regards to spending is not because they have money, but because they have the will. 
Adolescents are going through constant change, their identity is emerging and they are 
searching to give it definition. In attempting to give it definition, developmentally they 
often lack the cognitive and perceptive ability to understand the external forces that are 
work on them. They understand in a basic way they are in the midst of a process of 
becoming, but they hear from their peers and from marketers that they can be anything 
they want. Rather than seeking who they were created to be they engage in a program of 
impression management through the consumption of ‘ever novel goods’ as a means of 
cultivating and projecting an identity that will garner them status and affirmation. In the 
process of doing so, identity becomes more about appearance than essence. 
 The Bible, however, teaches that possessions and material objects are not a means 
to cultivating and projecting an identity, or for acquiring status and power. Possessions 
and material objects are a blessing from God. In the Old Testament, those who are 
faithful would receive much. However, they were also not to use their wealth for ill 
purposes, such as the use of power and garnering of status, over those who had less. In 
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the New Testament, those who are faithful were taught to give generously to those in 
need. They were not to hoard wealth and possessions as a means to understanding who 
they were. In being generous, in giving to others, in assuming a position of weakness 
relative to others, God’s people would live into their created identity. 
 In the 21
st
 century, cultivating an identity and projecting it to others in a culture of 
systematic abandonment feels almost impossible. So the adolescent seeks out the most 
efficient and convenient way to do so: impression management through consumption. 
Adolescents long to be unique, distinct and an individual while also being accepted. The 
irony is that marketers know this and in marketing individualism to adolescents end up 
homogenizing the culture. Everyone strives to be different and ends up looking the same. 
The individuation process is made more difficult by the fact that adolescents are largely 
doing it isolated from adults and lack the same opportunities to create social capital that 
adults had just a couple generations ago. Spiritual formation and identity is also made 
more difficult in that churches and particularly youth ministries rely on programs which 
are eagerly consumed by families and teenagers. The result is that adolescents are further 
distanced from the understanding that their identity is God given and a created identity. 
 A reliance on a program of impression management through consumption can 
cause many lifetime challenges to an adolescent. It increases the chance that an 
adolescent will not reach the stage of identity achievement and will unknowingly enter 
into identity foreclosure, choosing an identity before they have fully explored what their 
God given identity might be. An ethos of consumption also enhances what is commonly 
understood as ‘moral therapeutic deism’ and the belief that God is present, but distant and 
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wants the adolescent to be happy and if they are nice to others they will go to heaven.  
This worldview stands as a significant impediment to not only spiritual formation but the 
formation of identity with depth. 
 In order to avoid identity foreclosure and a stunted spiritual identity a number of 
desired outcomes were identified. It was stated that middle adolescents should begin to 
cultivate and possess a biblical worldview, which accounts for an ethos of consumption. 
They should also begin to think about vocation as a calling and consider where their deep 
sense of gladness intersects with the hunger of the world, to engage their kingdom 
imagination and begin to explore what the God might desire his kingdom on earth to look 
like. Additional outcomes to occur in the context of a Christ-centered community 
included engagement in inter-generational relationships. These relationships would help 
strengthen community bonds through being able to transition from one setting to another 
more effectively and through participation in joint activities with other from different 
cohort backgrounds. In addition, it was stated that participation in diakonia or service and 
prizing the sacredness of others, of adolescents, would provide a significant counter-
narrative to the ethos of consumption because it sees adolescents as significant and 
having worth in the present and not just not yet realized potential. This understanding 
may help the adolescent believe that a program of impression management was not the 
only way to cultivate and project their identity to others. 
 Lastly, a number of implementation strategies were outlined in basic form. These 
strategies were delineated at three levels: the level of family, small group and mentor 
relationships or relationships with significant others. Through the family practicing 
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postures of weakness and thankfulness and seeking to understand and live into the 
eschatological significance of the Lord’s Prayer the adolescent is given a spiritual 
framework for fighting the temptation to give in to the ethos of consumption. Through 
the small group practicing hospitality, inclusion and non-consumptive acts of celebration 
the adolescent is given a social framework for defeating the temptation of the ethos of 
consumption. Through the mentor relationship or relationship with significant adults and 
through rites of passage the adolescent is given a developmental or psychological 
framework for not binding their identity development to an ethos of consumption and 
impression management. All three must work in concert in order to stand strong against 
the powerful temptation to make identity more about appearance than essence.  
 Perhaps the greatest asset the ethos of consumption and impression management 
has is the cultural emphasis of the individual and individualism. Even in the context of 
the Church, where community is understood in radically different ways than in the 
secular world, the individual is the primary unit by which salvation, membership, giving, 
and serving are understood. In a time in history where they Cartesian syllogism of ‘I 
think, therefore I am’ is best understood as ‘I consume, therefore I am’ perhaps the 
greatest weapon against an ethos of consumption and impression management hijacking 
the individuation process of an adolescent is the Kenyan re-envisioning of that phrase: “I 
am, therefore we belong.”1 
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